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FOREWORD 

This  book  is  not  a  history  of  the  drama.  Nor  is  it  a  manual  for 
the  multitudes  who  aspire  to  write  plays  and  sell  them.  It  is  a  tool 
for  the  use  of  those  who  wish  to  deepen  their  understanding  and 
enhance  their  enjoyment  of  plays  witnessed  in  the  theater  or  read  in 
the  study.  As  a  textbook,  it  may  prove  useful  in  the  study  of  the 
history  of  the  drama  or  of  the  drama  as  a  hterary  type,  or  in  such  a 
course  as  the  Introduction  to  the  Study  of  Drama  as  given  at  the 
University  of  Chicago. 

The  book  is  divided  into  three  parts,  each  of  which  emphasizes  a 
particular  aspect  of  the  drama.  Part  I  is  mainly  devoted  to  the 
historical  aspect  of  the  drama,  the  spirit  of  the  age,  the  nature  of  the 
theater  and  audience  in  each  of  the  major  periods  in  dramatic  his- 
tory. It  also  contains  a  general  discussion  of  the  major  forms  or 
types  of  drama— tragedy,  comedy,  melodrama,  and  farce— and  a 
more  detailed  consideration  of  the  types  of  drama  and  comedy 
characteristic  of  each  period.  Part  II  considers  the  major  modes  of 
drama— classicism,  romanticism,  realism,  sentimentalism,  symbol- 
ism, and  expressionism.  Part  III  concerns  the  major  problems  of 
dramatic  technique  and  the  characteristic  solutions  of  those  prob- 
lems in  the  various  types  and  modes  and  periods  of  drama. 

There  is  no  question  that  it  would  have  been  more  logical  to  con- 
sider first  the  technical,  second  the  aesthetic,  and  third  the  historical 
approach  to  the  study  of  drama,  and  students  of  a  logical  turn  of 
mind  will  have  no  difficulty  in  using  the  text  in  that  order.  But 
we  have  come  to  feel  that  it  will,  in  general,  be  preferable  for  the 
student  to  master  the  facts  in  Part  I  before  he  ventures  upon  the 
more  theoretical  considerations  of  Parts  II  and  III. 

Both  teacher  and  student  will  observe  that  this  book  makes  no 
attempt  to  treat  comprehensively  any  particular  plays  or  the  work 
of  any  particular  playwrights,  although  many  plays  and  many  play- 
wrights are  drawn  on  for  illustrative  material.  Rather  is  the  book 
intended  for  use  in  connection  with  the  reading  and  study  of  any 
series  of  plays  in  which  the  teacher  or  student  may  be  interested. 
Inevitably,  the  plays,  playwrights,  and  movements  of  each  major 
period  in  the  drama  are  discussed  in  each  of  the  three  parts  of  the 
book.  But  the  very  full  index  will  make  it  easy  for  the  reader  to 
turn  rapidly  to  our  consideration,  under  various  heads,  of  a  partic- 
ular play,  playwright,  or  period.  Moreover,  the  book  is  constructed 
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in  such  a  way  that  it  will  be  possible  to  emphasize  with  ease  any 
element  that  it  seems  desirable  to  emphasize  in  connection  with  the 
study  of  a  particular  period  or  form.  For  example,  if  it  is  desired 
to  emphasize  the  treatment  of  plot  in  classical  tragedy,  the  student 
may  consult  the  treatment  of  tragedy  under  the  heads  of  "Classical 
tragedy,"  "Classicism,"  and  "Plot."  Or,  if  the  romantic  elements  in 
Shakespeare's  comedies  are  to  be  emphasized,  the  student  may  well 
consult  our  treatment  of  Elizabethan  comedy,  romanticism,  and 
setting. 

The  plan  of  the  book,  its  general  outline,  and  Part  I  are  the  work 
of  Professor  Bentley.  Parts  II  and  III  are  the  work  of  Professor  Mil- 
lett.  But  the  collaborators  are  willing  to  assume  joint  responsibility 
for  whatever  errors  in  facts,  ideas,  opinions,  and  judgments  appear 
anywhere  in  this  book. 

F.  B.  M. 

G.  E.  B. 
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INTRODUCTION 
THE  STUDY  OF  THE  DRAMA 

Before  we  enter  upon  the  study  of  the  drama,  it  will  be  well  to  de- 
fine the  elements  that  differentiate  the  dramatic  from  the  non- 
dramatic.  The  word  dramatic  is  frequently  used  metaphorically  to 
mean  "startling,"  "thrilling,"  or  "exciting,"  but  such  a  loose  use  of 
the  term  will  hardly  be  of  service  to  us.  A  clue  to  the  essential  ele- 
ments of  drama  is  furnished  by  the  first  clause  of  the  most  famous 
of  all  definitions  of  tragedy,  Aristotle's  "Tragedy  is  an  imitation 
of  an  action."  Though  the  term  imitation  has  provoked  dozens  of 
interpretations  and  controversies,  the  modern  student  may  take 
it  to  mean  "representation."  In  other  words,  drama  is  not  life,  but 
the  representation  of  life.  Not  a  real  event,  but  the  representation  of 
a  real  (or  an  imagined)  event,  is  the  essence  of  drama.  Furthermore, 
the  element  in  representation  that  distinguishes  the  drama  from 
the  novel  or  painting  or  sculpture  is  impersonation — that  is  to  say, 
the  assumption  by  human  beings  of  personalities,  characters,  natures, 
or  entities  other  than  their  own.  This  impersonation  differs  from 
the  attempt  of  a  person  to  pass  himself  off  as  another  person  (as  a 
detective  in  disguise  or  an  imperial  or  princely  impostor  does)  in 
that  the  impersonation  involves  participation  not  in  actual  but  in 
represented  action.  The  impersonation  may  involve  the  assumption 
of  an  animal  personality,  as  in  primitive  dramas  representing  hunt- 
ing, warfare,  or  religious  invocation,  or  like  the  Cat  and  the  Dog 
in  Maeterlinck's  Blue  Bird,  the  alligator  in  Barrie's  Peter  Pan,  or  the 
White  Horse  and  the  Dormouse  in  Alice  in  Wonderland.  Or  the 
impersonation  may  be  the  assumption  of  the  nature  of  an  entity, 
like  Mercy  or  Nought  in  the  morality  plays,  or  Deus  in  the  biblical 
drama,  or  the  pagan  gods  and  goddesses  in  the  classical  or  Oriental 
drama.  The  concept  of  impersonation  may  likewise  be  extended  to 
cover  the  representation  of  imagined  human  beings  by  puppets  or 
marionettes  or  by  the  shadow  actors  of  Oriental  drama.-^ 

The  dance,  when  it  includes  the  element  of  impersonation,  becomes 
a  part  of  that  representation  that  is  drama,  and  monologue  and  panto- 
mime, whether  incidental  to  the  spoken  drama  or  given  independ- 
ently, are  by-paths  of  the  art  of  the  drama.  The  concept  of  represen- 

1  See  Loomis  Havemeyer,  The  Drama  of  Savage  Peoples  (New  Haven:  Yale  Uni- 
versity Press,  1916).  pp.  212-216. 
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tation  also  includes  the  moving  or  talking  picture,  since  here,  as  in 
the  drama  acted  by  real  persons  in  the  presence  of  an  audience,  the 
element  of  impersonation  is  clearly  concerned. 

Another  essential  of  drama,  apparent  in  Aristotle's  definition,  is 
action.  Drama,  in  both  its  philological  and  historical  aspects,  can- 
not exist  without  it.  The  action  is  usually  overt — that  is  to  say, 
physical.  There  is  a  change  of  status  or  relationship  or  circum- 
stance, whether  it  be  the  violent  change  of  murder  or  suicide  or 
the  subtler  changes  of  economic  disaster  or  amatory  triumph.  The 
action  may,  however,  not  be  overt  at  all.  The  change,  indicated 
by  dialogue  or  pantomime,  may  be  a  change  of  state  of  mind  or 
emotion  or  intellectual  attitude.  So  long  as  the  action  represented 
concerns  an  impersonated  character  or  entity,  drama  exists. 

The  indispensable  elements  in  drama,  then,  are  representation, 
impersonation,  and  action.  Thus  a  represented  incident  or  epi- 
sode, a  five-minute  dialogue,  a  pantomime,  a  puppet-play,  a  moving- 
picture,  a  grand  opera,  or  even  an  oratorio  when  it  involves  actual 
impersonation,  all  come  under  the  broad  aegis  of  drama.  Acrobatic 
acts,  tumbling,  and  sleight-of-hand  performances  become  drama 
only  when  the  participants  impersonate  figures,  such  as  clowns  and 
tramps,  that  are  other  than  their  own  persons.  A  minstrel  show, 
although  it  involves  impersonation,  becomes  drama  only  when, 
as  in  an  acted  skit,  it  represents  action  as  well. 

The  difference  between  drama  and  a  drama  is  easy  to  discern.  A 
drama,  whether  it  last  five  minutes  or  five  hours,  is  a  particular 
example  of  the  species  drama.  A  drama  may,  and  usually  does, 
involve  the  technical  elements  of  plot,  character,  setting,  and  dia- 
logue, but  even  when  these  elements  are  reduced  to  a  minimum,  we 
still  have  drama,  provided  that  the  elements  of  representation,  im- 
personation, and  action  are  present.  When  we  speak  of  drama,  we 
have  in  mind  the  whole  body  of  specific  dramas  produced  by  man- 
kind throughout  its  recorded  history.  When  we  speak  of  dramatic, 
we  intend  to  signify  the  virtual  and  not  the  carelessly  metaphorical 
application  of  the  term. 

The  drama  is  at  once  a  literary  type  and  a  form  of  art  which 
for  its  total  effect  involves  the  contribution  of  a  large  number 
of  non-literary  elements.  These  indispensable  elements  are  actors, 
costumes,  setting,  and  that  nexus  of  these  elements  that  is  known 
as  direction. 

The  drama  may  be  studied  as  a  type  of  literature  or  as  a  form 
of  living  art.  As  a  literary  type,  it  may  be  studied  in  its  genres: 
tragedy,  comedy,  melodrama,  and  farce;  in  its  aesthetic  modes:  clas- 
sical, romantic,  realistic,  etc.;  in  its  technical  elements:  plot,  char- 
acter, dialogue,  and  setting.  Like  other  art-forms  with  a  complex 
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history,  it  may  be  studied  in  terms  of  such  conventions  as  effect 
the  choice  of  a  subject,  the  presentation  of  characters  as  types,  the 
tone  or  mood,  and  the  style  of  dialogue.  Like  other  forms  of  litera- 
ture, the  drama  may  be  studied  sociologically — that  is  to  say,  in 
terms  of  its  relation  to  the  life  and  thought  of  the  particular  age 
in  which  it  was  produced.  Finally,  it  may  be  studied  in  its  rela- 
tion to  its  individual  authors — that  is,  as  an  expression  of  the  per- 
sonality and  the  view  of  life  of  its  creators. 

The  approaches  we  have  indicated  are  shared  by  the  drama  with 
other  types  of  literature.  But  the  approach  to  the  drama  as  a  living 
art,  as  an  art  made  possible  only  in  the  theater  with  the  aid  of 
actors  and  all  the  technical  resources  of  the  theater — such  a  method 
of  study  makes  demands  on  the  literary  student  such  as  are  made 
by  no  other  form  of  literature.  It  is  to  the  processes  involved  in 
such  a  study  that  this  book  is  primarily  devoted. 

The  study  of  the  drama  outside  the  theater  has  become  so  con- 
ventional an  approach  that  students  need  constantly  to  be  reminded 
that  the  only  proper  place  for  the  study  of  the  drama  is  the  theater. 
Especially  at  a  time  when,  for  reasons  both  aesthetic  and  economic, 
the  experience  of  students  of  the  drama  in  the  theater  is  pitifully 
limited,  it  is  necessary  to  insist  that  students  accustom  themselves 
to  regarding  the  drama  not  as  a  literary  type  to  be  enjoyed,  like 
the  lyric,  the  novel,  or  the  essay,  in  cloistered  solitude  but  as  a 
form  of  aesthetic  experience  to  the  maximum  effectiveness  of  which 
a  large  number  of  non-literary  elements  must  contribute. 

In  a  very  real  sense,  a  play  is  not  a  play  until  it  is  acted  in  a  theater 
before  an  audience,  for,  if  the  playwright  knows  what  he  is  doing, 
he  will  never  forget  that  he  is  creating  out  of  words  a  form  which 
the  actor  and  the  theater  will  endue  with  life.  Moreover,  the  practi- 
cal playwright  assumes  that  his  work  will  be  submitted  to  the 
judgment,  will  touch  the  instincts,  and  will  stimulate  the  emo- 
tions, not  of  a  student  coolly  isolated  in  his  study  but  of  a  mass 
of  spectators  of  varied  temperaments  gathered  in  a  theater.  These 
spectators  will  influence  each  other's  responses  and,  at  best,  will 
coalesce  into  a  super-individual  entity,  whose  experience  is  some- 
thing more  than  the  sum-total  of  the  experiences  of  all  the  in- 
dividuals in  the  theater. 

The  student  of  the  drama,  moreover,  will  fail  to  get  a  tithe  of 
the  values  implicit  in  drama  if  he  does  not  take  constantly  into 
consideration  the  fact  that  a  play  is  written  to  be  performed  not 
in  the  abstract  theater  of  an  idealist's  imaginings  but  in  a  theater 
characteristic  of  a  particular  period,  with  the  advantages  and  limi- 
tations of  any  structure  and  organization  of  human  contrivance. 
Consequently,  it  behooves  the  student  to  ascertain  the  nature  of 
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the  theater  as  it  existed  in  the  period  in  which  the  play  was  written 
or  performed  and  to  keep  in  mind  as  vividly  as  possible  the  ap- 
pearance, structure,  and  atmosphere  of  the  playhouse  for  which  the 
play  in  question  was  written. 

The  relationship  between  the  drama  and  the  theater  is  not,  to 
be  sure,  perfectly  easy  to  define.  The  late  Brander  Matthews  was 
wont  to  write  as  though  the  play  were  a  sort  of  inconsequential 
by-product  of  the  theater,  as  though  a  careful  study  of  theatrical 
architecture  would  explain  the  drama  of  Shakespeare  and  Moliere, 
Aristophanes  and  Oscar  Wilde.  But  the  relationship  between  the 
theater  and  the  drama  is  not  the  relatively  simple  one  of  cause 
and  eflfect.  The  relationship,  like  marriage,  is  that  of  mutually  in- 
fluential agents.  The  theater  is  a  changing  form;  the  playwright  is  a 
changing  and,  in  some  instances,  an  innovating  entity.  The  rela- 
tionship, then,  is  that  existing  between  two  variables  and  therefore 
is  constantly  in  need  of  being  defined  and  re-defined,  for  every 
playwright  and  for  every  type  of  theatrical  structure. 

The  theatrical  structure  itself  has  its  own  complexities;  it  is  not 
merely  architectural  like  a  church,  it  is  artificial  and  mechanical 
as  well.  At  its  simplest,  it  involves  the  element  of  setting.  Some 
plays,  to  be  sure,  require  no  more  in  the  way  of  scenery  than  a 
vaguely  designated  open  place  providing  room  for  the  action  of 
the  piece,  while  others  require  an  elaborate  series  of  sets  and  of 
stage  properties.  Any  serious  and  imaginative  study  of  the  drama 
involves  an  investigation  of  what  scenery  is  available  in  the  theater 
concerned  and  what  scenery  is  indicated  in  the  play  under  study. 
As  we  shall  see,  various  types  of  drama  make  varying  demands 
upon  scene-designers  and  scene-shifters,  but  every  play  raises  some 
sort  of  problem  as  to  setting,  and  that  problem  not  merely  the  play- 
wright and  the  producer,  but  also  the  student,  must  heed. 

In  theaters  less  exposed  to  the  light  of  day  than  the  open-air  thea- 
ters of  ancient  Greece,  the  problem  of  lighting  is  involved.  This 
is  a  matter  which,  it  might  seem,  concerns  only  the  architect,  the 
theater  owner,  the  producer,  and  the  stage-mechanician.  But  the 
student  of  the  drama  in  the  theater  will  lose  a  great  deal  of  the 
effectiveness  of  the  drama  unless  he  is  at  least  generally  aware  of 
the  history  of  lighting  in  the  theater  and  of  the  resources  of  the 
modern  switchboard  and,  what  is  more  important,  unless  he  is  at- 
tentive to  the  crudity  or  subtlety,  the  ugliness  or  beauty,  the  crass- 
ness  or  suggestiveness  with  which  a  particular  producer  in  a 
particular  theater  invests  his  production  by  means  of  lighting. 

Nor  will  the  serious  student  overlook  the  easily  forgotten  fact 
that  plays  are  written  to  be  acted  by  human  beings.^  In  the  barren- 

*  Or,  in  rare  instances,  by  puppets  or  marionettes. 
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ncss  of  the  classroom,  the  student  must  not  forget  that  the  actor 
is  an  element  indispensable  to  the  drama.  In  the  first  place,  the 
consciousness  that  dialogue  was  written  to  be  delivered  by  the 
human  voice  may  reveal  hitherto  unexpected  aspects  of  clarity  and 
beauty,  grace  and  elegance,  wit  and  humor,  in  dramatic  dialogue. 
Further,  and  more  significantly,  the  student  unfamiliar  with  the 
theater  must  accustom  himself  to  the  idea  that  the  actor  makes  a 
tremendously  important  contribution  to  the  nexus  of  complex  im- 
pressions a  play  produces  in  the  theater.  That  contribution  may  be 
legitimate  or  illegitimate,  but  it  cannot  be  ignored.  Playwrights  in 
ancient  and  modern  times  have  sometimes  imposed  terrific  bur- 
dens upon  the  actors  of  the  parts  they  have  imagined;  playwrights 
in  all  ages  have  fitted  parts  more  or  less  snugly  to  actors  or  ac- 
tresses with  whom  they  were  acquainted  or  by  whom  they  were 
commissioned,  but  playwrights  have  never  been  able  to  forget 
completely  that  human  personalities  are  a  part  of  their  material, 
animated  clay  in  the  hands  of  the  dramatic  potter. 

The  actor  temperament  is  a  strange  and  in  some  ways  a  repellent 
thing.  It  has  a  plasticity  far  beyond  the  temperament  of  ordinary 
persons.  It  is  capable  of  taking  on  a  variety  of  forms  so  wide  that 
they  may  seem  mutually  inconsistent  and  unrecognizable.  Some- 
times, this  plasticity  seems  to  be  compensated  for  by  an  actual  vacu- 
ity or  imperfection  of  real  "character."  Sometimes,  on  the  other 
hand,  an  absence  of  plasticity  seems  to  be  compensated  for  by  a 
stable  personality  so  charming  and  vital,  so  alluring  or  impressive, 
that  impersonation  seems  needless.  Indeed,  it  is  not  difficult  to  dis- 
tinguish two  types  of  actors:  those  who  subordinate  their  own  per- 
sonalities to  the  part  that  they  "take"  and  those  who  merely  exploit 
their  own  personalities.  There  seems  no  doubt  that  real  acting  re- 
quires a  personality  of  the  first  sort,  but  the  history  of  the  theater 
is  replete  with  instances  of  actors  (but  more  often  of  actresses)  who 
have  been  such  fascinating  personalities  that  it  has  been  possible 
for  them  to  make  heavy  contributions  from  their  own  store  of  per- 
sonal riches  without  the  necessity  of  acting. 

Whatever  the  nature  of  the  actor  may  be,  the  student  of  the 
drama  in  the  theater  cannot  afford  to  ignore  his  contribution.  That 
contribution,  whether  from  his  own  or  his  assumed  personality,  is 
a  result  of  elaborate  training  and  the  most  highly  conscious  artifice. 
A  painful  impression  of  the  complexity  of  the  art  of  acting  can 
be  gained  from  the  unhappy  experience  of  watching  an  amateur 
performance,  in  which  at  least  ninety  per  cent  of  the  effects  are 
likely  to  be  distressing.  The  amateur  actor  is  incapable  of  walking 
or  talking,  of  sitting  or  standing,  effectively.  He  is  mealy  mouthed 
and  monotonous.  He  is  at  once  the  consolation  and  the  despair  of 
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the  trained  performer.  A  more  delightful  experience  of  the  highly 
complex  technique  of  acting  can  be  gained  by  watching  a  skilled 
director  in  the  rehearsal  of  a  play.  The  pains  expended  on  the  ut- 
terance of  every  syllable,  on  the  movement  of  every  limb,  are  in- 
calculable. If  access  to  a  rehearsal  is  forbidden,  the  student  can 
gain  a  sharp  impression  of  the  technique  of  acting  by  watching  two 
performances  of  the  same  play.  Barring  accidents,  it  will  be  found 
that  they  vary  in  only  the  most  trivial  respects.  And  the  skill  in- 
volved is  not  merely  that  of  attaining  complete  control  over 
tone  and  gesture,  movements  and  posture,  but  of  communicating 
an  effect  of  spontaneity  and  artlessness  to  the  two-hundredth  or 
the  two-thousandth  performance.  So  great  is  the  contribution  of 
skilled  acting  to  a  play  that  it  is  sometimes  extremely  difficult  to 
distinguish  the  values  involved  in  the  play  from  the  values  im- 
parted by  the  acting  and  to  decide  what  values  the  play  possesses 
in  and  by  itself. 

Finally,  the  student  of  the  drama  in  the  theater  should  remember 
that  the  total  effectiveness  of  a  play,  the  unity  wrought  out  of  diverse 
elements  is,  in  all  probability,  due  to  a  producer  or  director  who, 
from  a  lifeless  manuscript,  envious  and  egocentric  actors,  shabby 
or  elegant  scenery,  bad-tempered  mechanicians  and  technicians,  may 
create  upon  the  stage  a  few  hours  of  life  more  glamorous  and 
thrilling,  more  memorable  and  meaningful,  than  most  of  the  hours 
spent  by  most  human  beings  outside  the  theater.  It  is,  after  all,  the 
unnoticed  and  anonymous  producer  who  brings  distinguished  or 
trivial  plays  to  transitory  but  vivid  life. 


PART  I 
DRAMATIC  FORMS  OR  TYPES 


CHAPTER  I 
DRAMATIC  FORMS  OR  TYPES 

There  are  four  principal  aspects  of  the  drama  which  may  be 
profitably  studied  in  order  to  attain  a  better  understanding  of 
plays:  dramatic  forms,  dramatic  history,  dramatic  modes,  and  dra- 
matic technique.  A  study  of  the  drama  may  well  begin  with  a 
consideration  of  forms. 

The  four  most  important  dramatic  forms — tragedy,  comedy,  melo- 
drama, and  farce — are  worth  the  study  of  any  one  interested  in 
plays  and  the  theater.  Such  a  study  is  worth-while,  not  because 
there  is  any  particular  value  in  definitions,  nor  because  any  one 
should  be  encouraged  to  murmur,  "Ah,  yes,  a  melodrama!"  when- 
ever a  popular  thriller  is  mentioned,  but  because  it  helps  one  to 
understand  the  purpose  and  the  problems  of  any  man  who  has 
written  a  play  to  be  performed  before  an  audience.  The  four  prin- 
cipal dramatic  forms  have  been  worked  out  not  by  critics  and 
teachers  but  by  playwrights  struggling  to  tell  a  story  to  an  audience 
by  means  of  actors  and  a  stage  and  striving  to  make  the  audience 
understand  the  story  as  the  playwright  understands  it  and  see  the 
implications  which  he  sees.  Dramatic  forms  are  the  result  of  an 
analysis  of  the  problem  of  directing  the  emotional  responses  of  an 
audience  in  a  theater.  Many  failures  have  taught  playwrights  a  few 
principles  of  effective  presentation,  and  each  generation  imitates  the 
successes  of  its  predecessors.  Dramatic  forms  are  one  of  the  phases 
of  this  traditional  knowledge.  Critics  simply  observe  and  try  to 
evaluate  what  successful  playwrights  have  done.  They  write  down 
the  results  of  their  observations  for  people  who  are  interested  in 
the  ways  of  the  drama,  but  who  are  not  willing  or  able  to  discover 
them  by  trying  to  write  a  few  plays  themselves. 

The  chief  difficulty  involved  in  a  study  of  these  dramatic  forms 
lies  in  the  confusion  which  has  arisen  because  various  historical 
epochs  have  had  somewhat  different  conceptions  of  them.  The 
term  comedy  did  not  suggest  quite  the  same  thing  to  the  audience 
of  Aristophanes  in  the  fifth  century  b.  c.  as  to  the  audience  of 
Robert  Greene  in  the  sixteenth  century  or  to  the  audience  of 
Moliere  in  the  seventeenth.  Since  these  differences  are  due  largely 
to  the  social  and  theatrical  conditions  under  which  the  plays  were 
written,  we  shall  consider  the  two  chief  dramatic  forms — tragedy 
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and  comedy — chronologically,  attempting  to  outline  the  most  im- 
portant of  these  conditions  for  each  of  the  great  dramatic  epochs. 

There  is  a  second  difficulty  which  arises  in  a  study  of  dramatic 
forms.  This  is  the  multiplicity  of  minor  varieties,  like  chronicle 
plays,  heroic  plays,  tragicomedies,  burlesques,  problem  plays,  and 
various  combinations  of  standard  forms. 

Generally  speaking,  drama  has  tended  to  split  up  into  an  in- 
creasing number  of  forms  as  it  developed.  Apparently  in  the  earliest 
days  of  dramatic  development  there  was  no  adequate  recognition 
of  the  differences  between  the  various  forms  of  dramatic  appeal. 
We  cannot  be  sure  of  this  in  the  earliest  appearance  of  drama  in 
Europe,  before  the  fifth  century  b.  c.  in  ancient  Greece,  but  it  was 
certainly  true  in  the  Middle  Ages  when  drama  began  to  develop 
all  over  again  after  the  disappearance  of  the  classic  drama.  Plays 
were  produced  for  centuries  in  medieval  England  before  the  av- 
erage dramatist  began  to  see  that  he  could  affect  his  audience  more 
profoundly  if  he  distinguished  carefully  between  plays  which  were 
comic  and  plays  which  were  tragic.  It  seems  probable  that  the 
situation  was  analogous  in  the  earliest  developments  in  prehistoric 
Greece. 

By  the  fifth  century  b.  c,  however,  the  Greek  dramatists  recog- 
nized clearly  the  distinction  between  comedy  and  tragedy.  This 
understanding  of  the  differences  in  purpose  and  method  between 
the  two  forms  was  applied  to  the  plays  of  the  time,  and  in  the 
fourth  century  b.  c.  Aristotle,  the  first  great  dramatic  critic,  dis- 
cussed in  his  Poetics  the  essentials  of  comedy  and  tragedy  as  he 
saw  them  in  the  great  plays  of  ^schylus,  Sophocles,  Euripides,  and 
Aristophanes. 

It  was  nearly  two  thousand  years  after  Aristotle  had  written  his 
Poetics  before  there  was  a  general  recognition  that  certain  types 
of  boisterous,  humorous  treatment,  when  separated  from  the  more 
analytical  methods  of  comedy,  constituted  a  distinct  form  which 
came  to  be  called  farce.  At  about  the  same  time  (in  England  at 
the  end  of  the  seventeenth  century  and  the  beginning  of  the  eight- 
eenth) certain  plays  which  limited  their  appeal  to  the  more  sen- 
sational and  less  significant  aspects  of  tragedy  were  recognized  as 
constituting  a  separate  form  called  melodrama. 

These  two  forms — melodrama  and  farce — are  universally  recog- 
nized to-day,  but  the  dramatic  student  is  frequently  confused  by 
the  fact  that  most  early  dramatists  made  little  attempt  to  distinguish 
farce  from  comedy  or  melodrama  from  tragedy.  Thus,  most  of  the 
comedies  of  Aristophanes  and  Plautus  have  large  elements  of  farce 
in  them,  and  Shakespeare's  Taming  of  the  Shrew  and  Jonson's 
Epicoene,  which  their  authors  called  comedies  in  all  honesty,  are 
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typical  farces.  In  the  same  way,  during  the  Renaissance  the  term 
tragedy  was  used  to  include  melodrama.  Some  of  the  best  Eliza- 
bethan tragedies,  like  Webster's  Duchess  of  Malfi  and  Beaumont 
and  Fletcher's  Maid's  Tragedy,  made  use  of  melodrama,  while 
other  plays  called  tragedies  at  the  time,  like  Kyd's  Spanish  Tragedy 
and  Shakespeare's  Titus  Andronicus,  are  melodrama  pure  and 
simple. 

The  minor  forms  of  drama,  like  chronicle  plays,  heroic  plays, 
tragicomedies,  burlesques,  and  problem  plays,  belong  to  the  study 
of  particular  periods  of  dramatic  history  and  not  to  a  general  in- 
troductory survey  of  the  principal  dramatic  forms.  These  minor 
forms  rise  out  of  peculiar  interests  which  have  dominated  certain 
audiences  and  led  to  the  development  of  a  type  of  play  which  ap- 
peals to  this  interest.  Generally  the  interest  has  died  out  after  a 
generation  or  so  and  the  type  of  play  has  disappeared  with  it.  Thus 
the  chronicle  history  play  grew  out  of  the  absorbing  interest  of 
the  Elizabethan  audience  in  history,  and  for  about  a  quarter  of  a 
century  plays  of  this  type  rivaled  comedies  and  tragedies  in  popu- 
larity. But  by  the  time  of  the  death  of  Shakespeare,  the  great  in- 
terest in  history  had  waned  and  chronicle  history  plays  had  lost 
their  popularity.  Since  Shakespeare's  time  they  have  been  so  rare 
as  to  demand  consideration  in  only  the  most  exhaustive  studies.  In 
the  same  way,  the  problem  play,  which  attained  a  great  vogue  in 
the  last  quarter  of  the  nineteenth  century  and  the  first  quarter  of 
the  twentieth  through  the  efforts  of  Ibsen  and  Galsworthy  and 
other  social-dramatic  reformers,  has  been  rapidly  disappearing  from 
our  theaters  in  the  last  ten  or  fifteen  years. 

Since  these  minor  forms  have  been  ephemeral  interests  in  the 
long  history  of  the  drama,  we  shall  neglect  them  in  our  considera- 
tion of  the  principal  dramatic  forms  and  confine  our  attention 
to  the  more  enduring  types  of  tragedy,  comedy,  melodrama,  and 
farce. 


CHAPTER  II 
TRAGEDY 

Of  all  the  chief  dramatic  forms  (tragedy,  comedy,  melodrama, 
and  farce),  certainly  the  most  honorable,  if  not  the  most  ancient, 
is  tragedy.  It  is  most  honorable  because  more  than  any  other  dra- 
matic form  it  has  contributed  to  civilized  man's  most  constant 
purpose:  his  never-ending  struggle  to  understand  himself  and 
the  world  he  lives  in — to  understand  life.  It  is  fitting,  therefore, 
that  tragedy  should  come  first  in  our  consideration  of  the  dramatic 
forms. 

As  the  most  aspiring  of  these  forms,  tragedy  has  occupied  the 
attention  of  writers  on  the  drama  more  than  all  the  others.  Yet 
for  the  modern  student  beginning  a  study  of  the  drama,  the  defini- 
tions and  discussions  of  these  writers  are  often  more  confusing  than 
helpful.  There  are  two  chief  reasons  for  this  confusion. 

First,  as  we  have  already  noted,  confusion  arises  because  different 
historic  epochs  have  had  different  conceptions  of  the  form,  and 
the  critics  of  these  epochs  have  emphasized  different  aspects  of 
tragedy.  Thus  Aristotle,  writing  in  the  fourth  century  b.  c.  and 
thinking  of  the  plays  which  had  been  written  in  his  and  the  pre- 
ceding century,  said,  "Tragedy,  then,  is  an  imitation  of  an  action 
that  is  serious,  complete,  and  of  a  certain  magnitude;  in  language 
embellished  with  each  kind  of  artistic  ornament,  the  several  kinds 
being  found  in  separate  parts  of  the  play;  in  the  form  of  action, 
not  of  narrative;  through  pity  and  fear  affecting  the  proper  purga- 
tion of  these  emotions."  ^ 

In  the  Renaissance,  just  before  the  great  development  of  Eng- 
lish tragedy  in  the  plays  of  Shakespeare  and  Marlowe  and  Webster, 
the  English  critic,  William  Webbe,  wrote  A  Discourse  of  English 
Poetrie,  which  was  published  in  1586.  In  this  book,  Webbe  speaks 
of  tragedies  as  "expressing  only  sorrowful  and  lamentable  histories, 
bringing  in  the  persons  of  gods,  goddesses,  kings,  and  queens,  and 
great  state,  whose  parts  were  chiefly  to  express  most  miserable  ca- 
lamities and  dreadful  chances,  which  increased  worse  and  worse, 
till  they  came  to  the  most  woeful  plight  that  might  be  devised."^ 

1  S.  H.  Butcher,  The  Poetics  of  Aristotle  (London:  Macmillan  &  Co.,  Ltd.,  1922), 
p.  23. 

2  G.  Gregory  Smith,  Elizabethan  Critical  Essays  (Oxford:  Clarendon  Press,  1904), 
I,  249.  We  have  modernized  the  spelling. 
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Finally,  a  modern  American  teacher  of  the  drama  in  an  attempt 
to  frame  a  definition  of  tragedy  which  would  apply  to  modern 
plays  of  the  type  and  yet  not  exclude  the  dramatic  masterpieces 
of  the  past,  has  said,  "A  tragedy  is  a  play  in  which  the  treatment 
is  serious,  profound,  and  lofty,  and  the  ending  is  both  disastrous 
and  inevitable."  ^ 

These  three  definitions  serve  to  illustrate  the  variations  in  the 
critical  statements  which  have  been  made  about  tragedy.  Aristotle 
wrote  of  the  form,  the  magnitude  of  the  action,  and  the  emotional 
function  of  tragedy.  Webbe  was  concerned  primarily  with  the  "sor- 
rowful" action  and  the  high  estate  of  the  characters.  Carpenter  em- 
phasized the  treatment  of  the  subject  and  the  character  of  the  end- 
ing. All  three  men  seem  to  have  certain  conceptions  in  common;  yet 
there  is  a  great  difference  in  their  emphasis  and  in  their  selection 
of  essentials. 

The  second  reason  for  the  confusion  which  often  results  from 
a  study  of  tragedy  which  begins  with  definitions  is  the  student's 
unfamiliarity  with  the  plays.  He  has  no  means  of  testing  the 
adequacy  of  the  definitions.  This  being  the  case,  there  is  a  strong 
temptation  simply  to  memorize  any  definition  proposed  and  then 
to  attempt  to  judge  plays  without  having  had  any  broad  dramatic 
experience.  Such  a  procedure,  of  course,  leads  to  confusion.  It  is 
much  better  to  attempt  first  to  understand  certain  famous  tragedies 
as  well  as  possible.  Then,  after  becoming  thoroughly  acquainted 
with  a  number  of  effective  tragedies  of  different  periods,  the  student 
may  be  in  a  position  to  broaden  his  understanding  by  examining 
these  plays  in  the  light  of  a  definition. 

We  shall  begin  our  study  of  tragedy,  therefore,  not  with  a  con- 
cise definition  but  with  some  consideration  of  various  elements 
which  appear  again  and  again  in  great  tragedies.  We  are  not  yet 
in  a  position  to  decide  whether  all  good  tragedies  must  have  these 
characteristics,  or  whether  they  are  peculiar  to  tragedy. 

Perhaps  the  characteristic  which  the  average  person  is  most  likely 
to  associate  with  tragedy  is  an  unhappy  ending,  usually  the  death 
of  the  most  important  character.  It  cannot  be  denied  that  most 
tragedies  do  end  unhappily,  but  it  does  not  require  a  knowledge 
of  very  many  plays  to  see  that  an  unhappy  ending  can  scarcely  be 
called  the  most  essential  trait  of  the  form.  Would  As  You  LiJ^e  It 
be  a  tragedy  if  Rosalind  were  accidentally  stabbed  in  the  last  scene? 
Would  The  School  for  Scandal  be  a  tragedy  if  Sir  Peter  and  Lady 
Teazle  had  another  quarrel  in  the  last  act,  and  if  Sir  Peter,  in  a 
fit  of  rage,  shot  his  wife  and  then  committed  suicide  in  remorse.'' 

3  Bruce  Carpenter,  The  Way  of  the  Drama  (New  York:  Prentice-Hall,  Inc.,  1929), 
p.  36. 
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It  does  not  take  much  thought  about  the  effect  of  an  unhappy  end- 
ing to  see  that  it  is  not  death  or  a  disappointed  love  affair  which 
makes  a  play  a  tragedy.  In  fact,  there  are  a  few  good  tragedies — 
Euripides'  Iphigenia  in   Tauris  for  example — which  end  happily. 

A  characteristic  much  more  important  to  great  tragedies  than 
an  unhappy  ending  is  their  treatment  of  a  serious  subject,  a  signif- 
icant struggle  between  a  character  or  a  group  of  characters  and 
some  great  force.  In  (Edipus  Rex  Sophocles  writes  of  the  struggle 
of  a  man  against  fate  or  the  gods;  Shakespeare  shows  Hamlet  strug- 
gling to  throw  off  the  shackles  of  his  own  character;  Ibsen's  Ghosts 
depicts  a  woman  fighting  against  heredity  and  the  hypocritical 
code  of  society.  Each  dramatist  has  selected  a  conflict  which  had 
great  significance  for  the  audience  of  his  time,  and  in  the  finest 
tragedies  this  struggle  has  been  depicted  with  such  a  depth  of 
understanding  and  such  an  honesty  of  purpose  that  the  plays  have 
never  lost  their  power  to  move  and  to  ennoble  thinking  men  even 
though  the  conflict  itself  may  seem  less  important  or  less  real  than 
it  once  did.  This  selection  of  a  subject  or  theme  of  great  consequence 
has  been  characteristic  of  the  greatest  tragedy  since  the  time  of  the 
ancient  Greeks. 

Closely  connected  with  the  treatment  of  a  serious  subject  is  an- 
other characteristic  of  tragedy  equally  important  but  more  difficult 
to  define.  All  great  tragedies  which  have  come  to  be  acknowledged 
as  plays  of  permanent  value  have  been  so  written  that  they  convince 
an  audience  of  their  universal  significance.  The  spectator  feels  that 
he  is  seeing  not  simply  a  few  events  in  the  life  of  an  individual  but 
an  action  whose  importance  extends  beyond  the  life  of  one  man 
or  even  of  one  age.  Many  devices  have  been  used  by  the  dramatists 
of  different  ages  to  obtain  this  effect,  but,  however  produced,  it  is 
a  familiar  element  in  the  appeal  of  great  tragedies.  People  no  longer 
believe  in  the  Olympian  gods  who  decreed  the  horrible  fate  of 
CEdipus;  yet  Sophocles'  tragedy,  which  portrays  the  working  out 
of  that  fate,  has  for  thinking  men  the  same  universal  appeal  it 
had  more  than  two  thousand  years  ago.  Likewise  the  black  magic, 
the  diabolical  presence,  and  the  literal  hell  of  Marlowe's  Dr.  Faustus 
have  become  unreal  for  most  moderns,  but  the  tormented  figure  of 
the  doctor  as  he  cries, 

Ah,  Faustus, 
Now  hast  thou  but  one  bare  hour  to  live. 
And  then  thou  must  be  damn'd  perpetually! 
Stand  still,  you  ever-moving  spheres  of  Heaven, 
That  time  may  cease,  and  midnight  never  come! 

has  the  same  universal  tragic  significance  it  had  for  Marlowe's 
Elizabethan  contemporaries. 
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This  universality  in  the  appeal  of  great  tragedies  is  so  important 
that  it  will  be  worth  while  to  examine  some  of  the  means  which 
tragic  dramatists  have  used  to  attain  it.  One  of  the  earliest  devices 
was  the  selection  of  a  hero  or  protagonist  ^  whose  rank  was  such 
that  he  seemed  more  important  than  ordinary  men.  In  the  days 
when  the  fate  of  a  king  was  likely  to  influence  greatly  the  welfare 
of  the  people  of  his  kingdom,  tragic  writers  usually  selected  a  king 
or  a  prince  for  their  chief  character.  ^Eschylus  wrote  about  Orestes, 
son  of  the  King  of  Argos;  Sophocles'  greatest  play  is  concerned 
with  the  tragic  career  of  CEdipus,  King  of  Thebes;  Shakespeare 
selected  Hamlet,  Prince  of  Denmark,  and  Lear,  King  of  Britain. 
When  we  see  the  tragic  fate  of  these  men,  we  seem  to  see  the  ruin 
of  the  whole  nation  which  they  represent,  and  the  magnitude  of 
the  catastrophe  makes  us  feel  that  we  are  witnessing  an  action  of 
universal  significance. 

Often  tragic  dramatists  gain  this  effect  through  the  use  of  some 
force  that  is  more  than  human  in  its  power,  and  we  feel  that  we 
ourselves,  or  any  other  human  being,  would  have  been  as  com- 
pletely overwhelmed  as  the  hero  of  the  tragedy.  We  have  already 
noticed  Sophocles'  use  of  fate  and  Marlowe's  employment  of  the 
supernatural  in  Dr.  Faustus.  Shakespeare  makes  a  similar  use  of 
the  ghost  in  Hamlet  and  the  witches  in  Macbeth.  Modern  dram- 
atists, of  course,  are  restricted  in  their  use  of  gods  and  ghosts  be- 
cause of  the  changes  in  popular  belief,  but  they  make  use  of  other 
forces  greater  than  man  which  have  a  like  effect  on  the  audience. 
In  Synge's  Riders  to  the  Sea,  old  Maurya  is  just  as  powerless  in 
her  struggle  against  the  sea  as  CEdipus  was  in  his  struggles  against 
the  decree  of  the  gods.  Mrs.  Alving,  in  Ghosts,  fights  for  her  son, 
but  she  is  just  as  hopelessly  doomed  to  defeat  as  Hamlet  or 
Dr.  Faustus,  because  she  is  fighting  heredity.  Thus  the  type  of 
superhuman  force  used  in  tragedy  may  vary  as  popular  beliefs 
change,  but  the  effectiveness  of  employing  such  a  force  as  a  means 
of  giving  universal  significance  to  the  action  remains  the  same.^ 

Another  quality  which  will  be  found  to  distinguish  the  work 
of  great  tragic  dramatists  is  honesty.  Perhaps  this  term  is  not  fa- 
miliar as  applied  to  plays,  but  it  is  not  difficult  to  understand.  All 
plays,  if  they  are  successful,  seem  to  be  true  to  life,  at  least  during 
the  performance.  But  we  realize  before  we  have  witnessed  any 
large  number  of  plays  that  many  of  them  have  simply  been  made 
to  appear  true  for  the  moment;  that  the  dramatist  is  not  trying  to 

*  See  Chapter  II,  Section  A,  for  a  discussion  of  Greek  tragedy. 

^  These  are  by  no  means  all  the  devices  which  dramatists  have  used  to  give  universal 
significance  to  the  action  of  their  tragedies,  but  they  are  enough  to  illustrate  the  value 
of  the  characteristic  and  some  of  the  means  of  its  attainment. 
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show  us  life  as  he  really  sees  it  but  is  willing  to  write  anything 
that  will  bring  customers  to  the  box  office.  As  a  matter  of  fact, 
most  plays  are  written  this  way.  The  dramatist  has  learned  what 
the  average  audience — as  unintelligent  as  most  average  groups — 
would  like  to  see,  and  he  shows  it  to  them  in  his  play,  regardless 
of  how  false  or  misleading  or  trivial  it  may  be.  Every  one  has 
seen  plays  of  this  sort;  nine  out  of  ten  "movies"  scarcely  pretend  to 
be  anything  else.  Such  plays  are  fundamentally  dishonest. 

A  tragedy,  however,  cannot  be  written  in  this  way.  The  drama- 
tist must  be  honest;  he  must  show  his  audience  life  as  he  really 
sees  it.  As  we  have  already  noted,  the  tragic  dramatist  deals  with 
serious  subjects  and  tries  to  give  his  action  universal  significance. 
He  is  concerned  with  something  more  than  mere  entertainment. 
Under  these  circumstances,  sincerity  is  the  least  that  the  audience 
can  demand,  and  all  noteworthy  tragedies  are  fundamentally 
honest. 

Perhaps  this  initial  discussion  is  enough  to  guide  the  student  who 
is  approaching  the  study  of  the  form  tragedy  for  the  first  time.  In 
his  study  of  the  plays  of  each  of  the  great  tragic  periods,  a  considera- 
tion of  the  characteristics  of  the  plays  of  that  period  will  be  more 
pertinent  than  it  is  here.  It  will,  furthermore,  help  him  to  distin- 
guish between  the  permanent  and  the  temporal  traits  of  tragedy. 
Then,  after  he  has  become  familiar  with  a  few  of  the  world's  tragic 
masterpieces  and  with  the  peculiar  conditions  affecting  the  Greek, 
the  Elizabethan,  the  neo-classic,  and  the  modern  conception  of 
tragedy,  he  may  with  profit  study  the  generalizations  and  the  def- 
initions of  Aristotle  and  Rymer  and  Schiller  and  Brunetiere. 

A.  GREEK  TRAGEDY 

Tragedy  was  first  developed  by  the  ancient  Greeks.  Not  only  is 
this  dramatic  form  their  invention,  but  they  brought  it  to  such  a 
high  state  of  perfection  that  Greek  tragedy  after  nearly  2,500  years 
is  still  thought  of  as  the  standard  of  greatness. 

But  the  modern  playgoer  who  reads  a  play  of  iEschylus  or 
Sophocles  or  Euripides  with  no  preparation  is  likely  to  be  disap- 
pointed. He  will  surely  recognize  fine  poetry,  but  the  play  is  apt 
to  seem  unreal — full  of  irrelevant  lyrics,  of  impossible  action,  and 
altogether  much  more  a  series  of  poems  than  a  play.  This  strange- 
ness is  not  surprising  when  we  stop  to  think  of  the  innumerable 
changes  which  2,500  years  have  necessarily  made  in  the  theater, 
the  technique  of  the  actors,  the  circumstances  of  production,  and, 
most  of  all,  in  the  ideas,  tastes,  and  prejudices  of  the  audience.  So 
that  if  he  is  to  appreciate  the  full  greatness  of  Greek  tragedy,  the 
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reader  must  begin  with  some  consideration  of  the  people  for  whom 
it  was  written  and  the  circumstances  of  its  production. 

The  Times 

All  the  great  tragedies  of  the  Greeks  were  produced  at  Athens 
between  500  b.  c.  and  400  b.  c.  This  century  included  the  period  of 
Athenian  glory — the  Golden  Age,  the  Age  of  Pericles — and  part  of 
the  period  of  disillusionment  which  followed  it.  To  understand 
the  plays  we  must  know  something  of  the  beliefs  and  customs  of 
the  people  of  Athens  during  this  time. 

Perhaps  the  ideas  or  conceptions  of  the  Athenian  which  seem 
most  foreign  to  us  and  which,  because  of  their  great  importance  in 
the  theater,  stand  most  in  the  way  of  our  full  understanding  of  the 
tragedies  are  his  attitude  toward  religion  and  the  gods  and  his  atti- 
tude toward  the  state.  Greek  tragedy  was  religious  in  origin  and 
purpose,  and  it  was  produced  by  the  state  for  the  people  as  a  whole. 

Greek  religion  is  confusing  to  the  modern  student  because  it  in- 
cludes so  much  that  he  does  not  think  of  as  religious  and  excludes 
so  much  that  he  does  so  think  of.  Whatever  his  personal  attitude 
toward  religion,  the  modern  student  is  likely  to  associate  it  with 
morality  and  churches  and  probably  with  creeds.  All  these  were  un- 
important or  unknown  to  the  religious  Greek.  Religion  for  him 
suggested  Poetry  and  Music  and  Nature,  his  ancestors,  and  the 
history  of  his  country.  His  gods  were  the  impersonations  of  the 
powers  of  Nature  and  of  his  own  passions  and  attributes,  of  the 
Earth  and  the  Sky  and  the  Sea,  fire,  wind,  and  thunder,  of  Love 
and  Wisdom.  The  gods  were,  furthermore,  his  own  ancestors — 
every  family  traced  its  origin  to  some  hero  who  was  the  son  of  a 
god  and  a  mortal.  In  form  and  desires  the  gods  were  beings  like 
men.  Like  men,  they  loved  and  fought  and  quarreled;  they  had 
their  favorites  and  their  enemies;  they  often  thwarted  each  other  in 
their  desires  and  frequently  bore  grudges  against  certain  mortals 
or  against  other  gods;  and  a  great  deal  of  their  time  was  spent 
on  earth,  interfering — helping  or  hindering — in  the  affairs  of  men. 

All  this  system  of  belief  brought  religion  and  the  gods  into  more 
intimate  touch  with  the  lives  of  the  people  than  is  the  case  to-day. 
A  man  did  not  succeed  or  fail  because  of  luck  or  his  own  efforts. 
If  his  ship  were  dashed  on  the  rocks  in  a  storm,  Poseidon  was 
angry  because  of  some  slight.  If  Athens  won  an  important  battle, 
the  sole  credit  was  due  not  to  the  victorious  general  or  the  Athenian 
soldiers  but  to  Athena,  who  had  fought  on  the  side  of  her  city. 
If  the  rain  came  just  at  the  time  it  was  most  needed,  Zeus  had 
heard  the  prayers  of  the  people  and  had  been  pleased  with  their 
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offerings.  The  Greek  was  thus  brought  into  constant  touch  with 
his  gods;  every  event  o£  his  day  had  a  rehgious  significance,  and 
good  fortune  or  catastrophe  was  not  meaningless.  By  his  reHgion, 
in  Dickinson's  phrase,  the  ancient  Greek  was  "made  at  home  in 
the  world." 

In  his  worship  of  these  familiar  gods,  the  Greek  of  the  fifth 
century  b.  c.  was  again  different  from  the  modern  religious  man. 
This  difference  was  due  in  part  to  the  close  relationship  between 
religion  and  the  state.  The  gods  were  not  only  the  ancestors  of 
men;  they  were  the  founders  and  protectors  of  the  various  Greek 
city-states  and  even  of  particular  institutions  of  the  government. 
Thus  the  state  itself  was  in  part  a  religious  institution  and  per- 
formed many  of  the  functions  which  we  associate  with  an  organized 
church.  The  ancient  Greek  had  no  such  church.  His  priests  were 
simply  public  officials  appointed  to  perform  certain  rites.  The  ob- 
servances which  we  might  characterize  as  "the  duty  of  all  good 
Christians"  he  would  think  of  as  "the  duty  of  all  good  citizens"; 
his  religious  life  was  a  phase  of  his  political  life.  Religious  and 
political  affairs  were  so  bound  up  together  that  the  average  Greek 
probably  did  not  always  distinguish  clearly  between  them.  Politi- 
cal alliances  were  frequently  made  to  support  the  cult  of  some  god, 
and  the  influence  of  the  omens  of  the  gods  on  political  or  military 
undertakings  was  profound. 

This  close  relationship  between  political  and  religious  activities 
explains  the  peculiar  character  of  the  Greek  festivals  of  which  the 
tragedies  were  a  part.  Fundamentally  these  festivals  were  religious, 
but  they  were  also  what  we  should  call  legal  holidays,  and  the 
celebrations  were  organized  and  financed  by  the  state.  Under  the 
auspices  of  the  state  they  were  one  of  the  most  important  of  the 
religious  observances  of  the  Greeks.  Though  there  were  many  of 
them,  they  were  all  accompanied  by  contests  and  processions,  songs 
and  dances,  which  were  designed  to  express  the  fundamental  re- 
ligious conceptions  of  the  people. 

Since  the  performing  of  tragedies  was  one  part  of  the  celebrat- 
ing of  two  such  religious  festivals,  the  City  Dionysia  and  the  Lenaea, 
it  is  worth  while  to  notice  more  closely  certain  particular  Greek  re- 
ligious beliefs  which,  not  quite  familiar  to  us,  may  otherwise 
prove  confusing  when  we  find  them  playing  an  important  part 
in  the  tragedies. 

One  of  the  ideas,  basic  in  Greek  tragedy  but  rather  unfamiliar 
to  us,  is  the  conception  of  the  sin  of  pride  and  its  inevitable  pun- 
ishment. The  Greeks  associated  this  punishment  with  the  goddess 
Nemesis,  the  scourge  of  the  man  who  forgot  the  part  of  the  gods 
in  his  successes  and  became  presumptuous  because  of  his  long- 
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continued  prosperity.  To  the  Greek  audience  nothing  in  a  tragedy 
more  ominously  foreshadowed  the  downfall  of  the  hero  than  an 
expression  of  his  pride.  Thus  when  -^schylus  wrote  his  play  The 
Persians  in  celebration  of  the  Greek  victory  over  the  hosts  of 
Xerxes,  he  was  careful  not  to  show  the  Greeks  in  triumph  but  to 
fill  his  play  with  the  mourning  of  the  Persians.  On  the  other  hand, 
when  Sophocles  in  (Edipus  Rex  made  his  hero  refer  to  himself  in 
his  first  speech  as  "world-honored  CEdipus,"  the  audience  must 
have  shuddered  at  his  presumption.  And  when  in  Agamemnon 
Clytemnestra  persuaded  her  husband  that,  as  conqueror  of  Troy, 
he  should  not  set  his  foot  on  the  common  earth  but  should  walk 
from  his  chariot  into  the  palace  over  a  tapestry,  the  audience  must 
have  held  its  breath  as  Agamemnon  hesitated  to  indulge  his  pride 
in  this  ostentation.  When  he  succumbed,  the  audience  felt  that  he 
had  invited  his  doom. 

Another  religious  idea  common  to  tragedy  was  the  dangerous 
course  of  the  unbalanced  man  or  the  man  who,  because  of  personal 
tastes  or  preferences,  neglected  certain  phases  of  the  activities  and 
interests  of  the  well-balanced  man.  In  the  Greek  conception  such 
a  man  flattered  the  gods  of  his  choice  and  neglected  others,  and 
jealousy  was  common  among  the  gods.  Hippolytus,  for  instance, 
was  a  young  man  whose  interests  centered  in  what  we  should  call 
the  sporting  world.  He  was  a  great  hunter  and  charioteer.  Naturally 
enough,  since  the  athletic  outdoor  life  was  his  hobby,  he  was  little 
interested  in  women  and  love — his  devotion  to  Artemis  brought 
about  his  neglect  of  Aphrodite.  When  Euripides  wrote  the  tragedy 
of  Hippolytus  he  emphasized  this  defect  as  a  foreshadowing  of 
disaster,  a  foreshadowing  which  no  Greek  in  his  audience  would 
miss.  Aphrodite  herself  in  the  prologue  calls  attention  to  his  neglect 
of  her;  the  statues  of  Artemis  and  of  Aphrodite  stand  in  full  view 
of  the  audience  throughout  the  performance;  and  very  early  in 
the  play  an  old  huntsman  warns  Hippolytus  that  only  evil  can  fol- 
low his  constant  devotion  to  Artemis  and  his  neglect  of  Aphrodite. 

Again  and  again  in  Greek  tragedy  the  dramatist  is  concerned 
with  the  religious  ideas  of  sin  and  punishment,  ^schylus,  in  par- 
ticular, seems  never  to  lose  sight  of  them.  But  the  Greek  idea  of 
sin  was  not  the  same  as  ours.  It  did  not  involve  any  interest  in 
what  we  call  the  conscience  of  the  sinner.  Sometimes  the  sin  was 
committed  lightly  and  forgotten;  sometimes  it  was  unconscious; 
sometimes  the  sin  for  which  a  man  was  punished  had  been  com- 
mitted by  his  fathers.  In  any  case  there  was  none  of  the  morbid 
brooding,  the  "consciousness  of  sin,"  which  occupies  such  a  prom- 
inent place  in  Christian  literature. 

Usually  the  sins  for  which  the  characters  in  the  plays  suffer  have 
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been  committed  before  the  tragedy  opens.  Agamemnon  suffers  for 
the  sins  of  the  House  of  Atreus  committed  before  he  was  born  and 
for  his  own  sins  committed  before  the  fall  of  Troy;  the  crimes  for 
which  CEdipus  suffers  have  nearly  all  been  committed  before  the 
play  opens;  Antigone  and  Creon,  in  Sophocles'  Antigone,  suffer 
for  crimes  which  the  audience  has  not  seen.  Often  these  tragedies 
involve  the  punishment  which  a  man  undergoes  for  the  sins  of 
his  fathers,  as  in  Agamemnon  and  The  Libation-Bearers  and  Eu- 
ripides' Electra.  The  Greek  dramatist  could  generally  assume  a 
knowledge  of  these  stories  on  the  part  of  his  audience,  but  the 
modern  reader,  if  he  is  fully  to  understand  a  play,  must  first  review 
the  myth  upon  which  it  was  based. 

The  Origin  of  Greeks  Tragedy  and  the  Occasions  of  Its  Pro- 
duction 

Greek  tragedy,  then,  was  religious  in  character,  not  only  because 
the  performance  of  the  tragedies  was  always  part  of  a  religious 
festival,  but  because  the  form  itself  had  been  developed  out  of  an 
ancient  religious  observance.  It  is  not  necessary  here  to  consider 
very  fully  the  origin  of  tragedy,  but  some  reference  to  it  will  make 
clearer  the  form  and  method  of  production  of  the  plays  of  .^schy- 
lus,  Sophocles,  and  Euripides. 

Tragedy  originated  in  and  was  always  associated  with  the  wor- 
ship of  Dionysus  (Bacchus),  the  god  of  wine.  Performances  of 
plays  in  ancient  Greece  were  always  part  of  the  festivals  in  his 
honor,  and  his  altar  was  always  in  the  theater  in  full  view  of  the 
spectators.  The  tragedies  which  have  come  down  to  us  are  full  of 
relics  of  the  dances  in  honor  of  Dionysus  which  antedate  by  many 
years  the  birth  of  tragedy.  The  most  striking  of  these  relics  is  the 
chorus  itself.  The  institution  of  the  chorus  seems  very  strange  to 
the  modern  theater-goer,  but  long  before  there  were  any  characters, 
this  chorus  was  associated  with  the  worship  of  Dionysus;  its  mem- 
bers danced  in  honor  of  the  god.  When  tragedy  first  developed, 
only  one  actor  appeared  with  the  chorus,  and  he  carried  on  dia- 
logues with  its  leader.  The  precise  nature  of  this  earliest  form  of 
tragedy  is  obscure  now,  but  it  seems  that  stories  from  the  Greek 
myths  were  represented  by  means  of  mimetic  action  on  the  part 
of  the  one  actor,  by  dialogues  between  this  actor  and  the  leader 
of  the  chorus,  and  by  songs  and  symbolic  dances  by  the  chorus. 
The  songs  and  dances  must  have  been  by  far  the  most  important 
part  of  these  earliest  tragedies.  It  is  with  these  early  one-actor  plays 
that  the  name  of  the  actor-dramatist,  Thespis,  is  associated. 

When  historic  tragedy  appears  in  the  plays  of  the  first  great 
dramatist,   ^Eschylus,   certain    conventional   features   are   well   es- 
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tablished.  The  first  is  the  chorus,  a  group  of  dancers,  at  first  fifty 
in  number  but  later  reduced  to  twelve  and  then  raised  to  fifteen. 
The  second  is  the  subject  matter,  which  is  taken  from  the  religious 
myths,  though  there  are  a  few  plays  based  on  Greek  history,  since 
the  early  Greeks  did  not  distinguish  sharply  between  history  and 
myth.  A  third  convention  is  the  limited  number  of  actors.  In  the 
earliest  plays  of  .^schylus  only  two  are  used,  but  in  most  Greek 
tragedies  there  are  three.  The  Greeks  usually  called  the  first  of 
these  tragic  actors  the  protagonist  and  the  second  the  deuter agonist. 
It  is  from  this  Greek  designation  that  the  leading  character  in  the 
tragedy  of  later  periods  is  often  called  the  protagonist. 

The  Greek  limitation  of  the  number  of  actors  in  a  tragedy  to 
three  does  not  mean  that  only  three  characters  could  appear  in 
the  play,  or  that  only  three  men  ^  might  be  on  the  stage  at  once. 
It  means  that  all  the  speaking  parts  were  taken  by  three  actors, 
though  mutes,  or  what  we  should  call  "extras,"  could  appear  on 
the  stage  with  them.  Thus  all  plays  were  so  planned  that  not  more 
than  three  characters  ever  spoke  in  the  same  scene.  This  number 
does  not  include  the  leader  of  the  chorus,  who  often  spoke  to  the 
characters.  He  did  not,  however,  have  a  name  part;  he  might  be 
"An  Old  Man,"  or  "A  Huntsman,"  or  "A  Theban  Elder." 

Another  unfamiliar  convention  in  the  Greek  tragedies  is  the 
avoidance  of  violence  on  the  stage.  This  convention  was  due  partly 
to  the  type  of  production  and  partly  to  the  religious  character  of 
the  plays.  The  old  taboos  of  the  ancient  ritual  prevented  the  mur- 
der of  one  actor  by  another  on  the  stage.  Of  course  Greek  tragedies 
do  involve  violence.  They  are  full  of  it.  But  all  murders  and  most 
other  violent  acts  occur  off  stage  and  are  reported  by  messengers 
or  overheard  by  the  audience,  or  the  bodies  are  revealed  by  one 
of  the  machines  of  the  Greek  stage  called  the  eccyclema. 

Closely  associated  with  the  religious  origin  of  tragedy  is  the  in- 
fluence of  the  occasions  of  its  production  in  the  fifth  century.  In 
ancient  Greece,  tragedies  were  never  given  in  private  or  for  com- 
mercial purposes.  They  were  presented  in  Athens  twice  a  year, 
once  at  the  Lenaea,  a  festival  which  took  place  late  in  January,  and 
again  at  the  festival  of  the  City  Dionysia,  in  March.  In  each  case 
the  tragedies  were  presented  in  competition.  Three  tragic  poets 
were  selected  to  compete  by  the  archons,  or  city  officials.  Each  poet 
wrote  three  tragedies  and  a  satyr  play  for  the  contest.  Then  after 
long  and  strenuous  rehearsal  these  twelve  plays  were  publicly  pro- 
duced as  part  of  the  festival.  They  were  presented  at  the  expense 
of  the  city;  that  is,  the  city  either  paid  directly  or  persuaded  some 
public-spirited  wealthy  citizen  to  pay  for  the  trainer,  the  actors, 

8  Greek  actors  were  always  men;  women  never  appeared  on  the  stage. 
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the  chorus,  and  the  flute  player,  to  purchase  or  rent  the  costumes 
and  masks,  and  to  care  for  the  theater.  There  was  a  small  charge 
for  admission,  but  this  charge  kept  no  one  away  for  the  city  paid 
the  admission  of  any  citizen  who  could  not  pay  for  himself. 

At  the  performances  of  the  plays,  ten  officially  selected  judges 
were  present.  When  they  had  seen  all  the  plays,  they  awarded 
the  prize  to  the  author  of  the  best  group.  From  fragmentary  in- 
scriptions and  occasional  references,  we  know  the  outcome  of  cer- 
tain of  these  contests,  and  several  of  the  winning  plays  are  still  ex- 
tant. Thus  at  the  contest  of  the  City  Dionysia  in  458  b.  c.  iEschylus 
won  with  his  tragedies  Agamemnon,  The  Libation-Bearers,  and 
The  Eumenides. 

The  Theater  and  the  Performance 

One  of  the  most  powerful  of  the  influences  on  the  drama  of  any 
time  is  the  theater  in  which  the  plays  are  presented.  The  more  plays 
one  reads,  the  more  striking  this  fact  becomes.  The  theater  at 
Athens  not  only  influenced  greatly  the  plays  which  were  written 
to  be  acted  in  it,  but  was  so  different  from  ours  that  it  requires 
rather  full  discussion. 

To  the  modern  theater-goer,  the  Athenian  theater  of  the  fifth 
century  b.  c.  seems  much  more  like  an  amphitheater  or  a  stadium 
than  it  does  like  a  playhouse.  It  was  not  really  a  building  at  all, 
but  a  semi-circular  series  of  seats  on  a  hillside  about  an  open  danc- 
ing place,  a  stage  elevated  little  or  not  at  all  above  the  level  of  the 
dancing  place,  and  a  scene  building  which  furnished  a  background 
and  dressing-rooms.  This  theater,  much  larger  than  any  modern 
one,  held  as  many  as  17,000  spectators.'^ 

The  most  prominent  part  of  this  theater  was  the  dancing  place 
which  the  Greeks  called  the  orchestra.^  In  the  fifth-century  theater 
at  Athens  this  was  a  circular  place  sixty  feet  in  diameter.  Here  the 
chorus  danced  and  sang,  or  stood  during  the  dialogue.  Though 
they  occasionally  went  onto  the  stage,  they  usually  stayed  in  the 
orchestra  during  the  entire  performance.  In  the  center  of  this  or- 
chestra was  a  small  stone  altar  to  Dionysus  called  a  thymele,  a  con- 
stant reminder  of  the  religious  character  of  the  plays. 

The  stage  of  this  theater,  the  place  for  the  actors  as  opposed  to 
the  chorus,  was  directly  behind  the  orchestra.  The  most  recent  in- 
vestigations seem  to  indicate  that  it  was  on  the  same  level  as  the 
orchestra,  or  not  elevated  more  than  one  or  two  steps  at  the  most. 

7  The  average  New  York  theater  holds  about  i,ooo  people. 

8  This  is  the  original  meaning  of  the  word.  Our  use  of  it  to  indicate  a  group  of 
musicians  did  not  develop  for  more  than  2,000  years  and  was  taken  from  the  part 
of  our  theater  in  which  they  sit. 
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It  was  as  wide  as  the  orchestra,  though  it  must  have  been  rather 
shallow.  Though  this  stage  was  the  normal  acting  place,  the  actors 
sometimes  came  out  into  the  orchestra,  just  as  the  chorus  occasion- 
ally left  the  orchestra  for  the  stage. 

Behind  this  stage  was  the  building  called  the  sccena  or  scene- 
building,  which  was  used  for  the  background  of  the  action,  and 
for  the  dressing-rooms  of  the  players.  This  building  had  several 
doors  which  were  used  as  entrances  onto  the  stage.  Across  the  front 
of  the  scene-building  was  a  row  of  columns  called  the  proscenium. 
A  roof  from  the  scene-building  to  this  row  of  columns  and  the 
roof  of  the  scene-building  itself  formed  convenient  high  places — 
house-tops  or  walls  or  hills — for  use  in  the  plays.  The  lonely  sentinel 
watching  for  the  signal  fires  from  Troy  at  the  beginning  of  Aga- 
memnon evidently  stood  on  the  roof.  The  front  of  the  scene-build- 
ing was,  of  course,  the  same  for  all  plays  and  formed  what  we 
should  call  a  permanent  set.  This  is  the  reason  why  the  action  of 
Greek  tragedies  nearly  always  takes  place  in  front  of  a  palace  or  a 
temple,  from  which  the  actors  are  supposed  to  be  coming  when 
they  appear  on  the  stage  from  the  scene-building.  Thus,  when 
CEdipus  entered  from  the  palace  at  the  beginning  of  (Edipus  Rex, 
the  actor  really  came  out  of  the  scene-building. 

But  actors  did  not  always  come  onto  the  stage  from  a  building; 
there  were  other  entrances  to  the  Greek  stage.  The  most  important 
ones  were  right  and  left  between  the  seats  of  the  auditorium  and 
the  scene-building.  They  were  really  exits  from  the  theater  which 
were  used  by  the  audience  before  and  after  the  performance.  Though 
they  were  used  by  all  characters  who  came  onto  the  stage  from 
some  out-of-door  place  (i.e.,  not  the  scene-building),  they  were 
most  convenient  for  the  entrance  of  processions  and  crowds  of  peo- 
ple. Such  entrances  could  be  made  much  more  telling  in  this  way 
than  they  can  on  most  modern  stages.  These  side  entrances  would 
make  most  effective  the  procession  which  comes  upon  the  stage  in 
Agammenon  with  the  soldiers  back  from  Troy  and  the  chariots 
of  Agamemnon  and  Cassandra.  The  chorus  usually  entered  and 
left  the  orchestra  by  these  entrances. 

Some  time  in  the  fifth  century,  wings  which  were  called  the 
parascenia  were  added  at  either  end  of  the  scene-building.  In  the 
later  plays,  especially  in  the  plays  of  Euripides,  the  appearance  of 
gods  on  the  stage  became  popular.  When  the  gods  appeared  in  the 
earlier  plays,  they  had  walked  on  or  been  drawn  across  the  stage 
in  cars  or  chariots,  but  in  the  later  plays  the  gods  descended  from 
above  or  spoke  from  mid-air.  This  was  managed  by  means  of  a 
crane  called  the  machine  operating  from  the  roof  of  one  of  the 
parascenia.  By  the  use  of  this  crane  Medea  was  carried  off  at  the 
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end  of  Euripides'  Medea.  The  dramatist  used  it  again  to  manage 
the  appearance  and  disappearance  o£  Artemis  in  a  cloud  at  the 
end  of  Hippolytus  and  of  Dionysus  at  the  close  of  The  Bacchce. 

In  the  later  Greek  tragedies,  especially  in  the  plays  of  Euripides, 
it  became  increasingly  common  to  introduce  a  god  in  this  machine, 
so  common  in  fact  that  the  god  from  the  machine  (often  given  in 
its  Latin  form,  deus  ex  machina)  became  a  common  phrase.  The 
phrase  is  often  used  in  a  derogatory  fashion  to  indicate  that  the 
dramatist  has  resorted  to  the  miraculous  appearance  of  a  god  to 
disentangle  his  too-complicated  plot. 

Another  device  which  was  used  in  the  Greek  plays  was  the  eccyc- 
lema.  Modern  students  of  the  Athenian  drama  are  not  quite  sure 
about  the  character  of  this  piece  of  apparatus,  though  there  are 
numerous  examples  of  its  use.  The  eccyclema  was  utilized  to  make 
sudden  revelations  of  tableaux,  the  result  of  some  action,  frequently 
a  murder,  which  had  occurred  indoors  out  of  sight  of  the  audience. 
Thus,  in  Euripides'  Madness  of  Heracles,  Heracles,  who  has  slain 
his  wife  and  children,  has  been  bound  to  a  pillar  inside  the  palace. 
As  the  chorus  chants  about  the  deed,  Heracles  suddenly  appears, 
bound  to  his  pillar.  Again,  in  Sophocles'  Ajax,  the  protagonist 
suddenly  appears  among  the  bodies  of  the  cattle  he  has  slaughtered. 
There  are  several  references  to  the  device  by  which  these  revela- 
tions were  made,  and  from  these  references  certain  authorities  have 
concluded  that  there  were  two  types  of  eccyclema.  One  was  a  simple 
platform  on  wheels  which  was  rolled  out  through  a  door  of  the 
scene-building  with  the  proper  actors  posed  upon  it  when  the  time 
for  the  revelation  came.  The  other  type  of  eccyclema  was  a  circular 
platform  on  a  pivot  placed  in  one  of  the  open  doorways.  Across 
the  diameter  of  this  circular  platform  was  a  screen,  dividing  it  into 
two  parts.  A  tableau  was  set  on  one  part  and  then  the  other  part, 
the  empty  half,  was  turned  toward  the  audience  until  the  proper 
moment  for  the  revelation.  At  this  moment  (in  The  Madness  of 
Heracles  the  moment  when  the  chorus  chants,  "Alas!  Behold  the 
doors  of  the  stately  palace  fall  asunder."),  the  eccyclema  was  turned 
on  its  pivot  in  the  doorway.  The  empty  half  of  the  circular  plat- 
form disappeared  from  the  view  of  the  audience,  and  the  half  with 
the  tableau  upon  it  swung  into  view.  After  the  proper  interval,  the 
eccyclema  was  turned  again,  swinging  the  tableau  out  of  sight  and 
revealing  the  back  of  the  screen  again. 

These  are  the  main  characteristics  of  the  Greek  theater  and  the 
chief  devices  used  in  its  production.  The  plan  of  the  theater  itself 
may  be  made  somewhat  more  clear  by  the  diagram  on  page  27. 

The  production  of  a  Greek  tragedy  at  this  open-air  theater  in 
Athens  during  the  City  Dionysia  or  the  Lensea  was,  of  course,  very 
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different  from  any  modern  performance.  The  characteristics  of  the 
Greek  theater  and  the  reHgious  origin  and  occasion  of  the  plays 
made  this  inevitable. 

There  are  two  general  distinctions  which  will  be  found  most 
helpful  to  keep  in  mind  when  trying  to  visualize  the  performance 
of  a  Greek  tragedy.  The  first  is  the  fact  that  while  Elizabethan  and 
modern  tragedy  is  primarily  only  a  form  of  entertainment,  Greek 
tragedy  was  a  religious  ritual.  The  second  distinction  is  that  in 
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many  ways  the  performance  of  a  tragedy  in  Athens  must  have  been 
more  like  a  modern  opera  than  a  modern  play. 

The  religious  element,  as  we  have  seen,  was  prominent  in  the 
minds  of  the  audience.  The  occasion  was  a  religious  festival;  the 
theater  was  a  temple  of  Dionysus;  the  priests  occupied  a  prominent 
place  in  the  theater;  the  plot  of  the  play  was  always  a  familiar  re- 
ligious one;  the  gods  themselves  frequently  appeared  on  the  stage; 
and  in  many  of  the  tragedies,  particularly  those  of  ^schylus,  the 
theme  of  the  play  was  a  profoundly  religious  one.  On  the  other 
hand,  we  must  not  make  the  mistake  of  thinking  of  the  religious 
attitude  in  modern  terms.  The  Greek  audience  was  far  from  being 
subdued  and  meekly  reverent.  Bad  actors  were  sometimes  hissed 
off  the  stage  and  occasionally  even  had  stones  thrown  at  them.  A 
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peculiarly  Athenian  expression  of  disapproval  was  the  beating  o£ 
the  heels  o£  sandals  against  the  front  of  the  stone  benches.  Thirty 
thousand  sandals  pounding  in  this  fashion  must  have  made  quite 
a  din  for  the  actor  who  spoke  his  lines  badly. 

The  musical  character  of  Greek  tragedy  is  not  so  unfamiliar  to 
us  as  the  religious  element,  since  we  have  something  similar  in 
opera.  A  fine  voice,  not  only  a  good  speaking  voice  but  also  a  fine 
singing  voice,  was  by  far  the  most  important  qualification  for  the 
Greek  actor.  Since  there  were  at  the  most  only  three  speaking  actors 
in  a  tragedy,  each  actor  had  to  be  able  to  vary  his  intonations  and 
the  quality  of  his  voice  when  he  appeared  in  different  roles  in  the 
same  play,  and  this  was  particularly  difficult  since,  as  we  have  seen, 
the  actor  had  to  play  not  only  men's  parts  but  women's  parts  as 
well.  This  required  a  voice  of  great  flexibility  and  compass  as  well 
as  the  great  power  necessary  to  reach  seventeen  thousand  people 
in  an  outdoor  theater. 

Though  it  is  not  always  possible  to  tell  just  what  parts  of  their 
roles  were  sung  by  these  actors  and  what  parts  spoken,  it  is  easy 
enough  to  make  general  distinctions.  The  lyrical  portions  were  al- 
most always  sung  as  solos,  duets,  or  trios,  often  accompanied  by  the 
flute.  In  general,  the  highly  emotional  speeches,  like  the  lyrics  of 
CEdipus  after  he  has  been  blinded  or  Hippolytus'  prayer  to  Artemis 
before  he  goes  out  to  his  death,  were  sung  by  the  actor. 

The  same  general  distinctions  apply  to  the  lines  of  the  chorus. 
They  were  both  spoken  and  sung,  but  the  more  lyric  parts  were 
sung.  There  are,  indeed,  some  lines  of  the  chorus  so  beautiful  that 
they  almost  sing  themselves,  like  those  just  before  the  death  of 
Phaedra  in  Hippolytus,  "Could  I  take  me  to  some  cavern  for  mine 
hiding." 

This  chorus  and  its  function  in  the  tragedies  are  likely  to  pre- 
sent the  greatest  puzzle  to  the  modern  reader.  We  have  nothing  at 
all  like  it.  The  chorus  of  the  modern  musical  play,  though  it  bears 
the  same  name  and  though  it  dances  and  tries  to  sing,  is  utterly 
different  in  function.  We  must  remember  that  the  Greek  chorus 
was  a  relic  of  the  days  before  tragedy  had  evolved.  In  many  ways 
it  was  an  anachronism  in  a  play,  and  in  the  later  days  of  Greek 
tragedy  it  was  given  a  more  and  more  subordinate  place.  But  the 
ritualistic  character  of  the  plays  made  it  impossible  that  the  chorus 
be  abolished,  and  with  that  amazing  Greek  artistic  ingenuity  which 
seemed  always  able  to  transform  a  handicap  into  an  advantage,  the 
tragic  dramatists  made  of  the  chorus  a  most  effective  dramatic 
instrument. 

The  use  of  the  chorus  varies  in  different  plays  and  in  different 
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parts  of  the  same  play.  Sometimes  the  members  of  the  chorus  are 
simply  minor  characters  who  fill  out  the  scene  and  give  expression 
to  miscellaneous  ideas  of  the  crowd  like  Shakespeare's  first,  second, 
and  third  citizen.  iEschylus  uses  them  in  this  way  in  Agamemnon 
when  they  hear  the  cries  of  Agamemnon  from  inside  the  palace, 
and  Euripides  makes  them  serve  the  same  purpose  in  Hippolytus 
when  Phjedra  admits  her  love  for  her  stepson. 

Sometimes,  as  a  group,  the  chorus  becomes  the  protagonist  of  the 
play,  as  in  The  Trojan  Women,  where  the  members  of  the  chorus 
are  the  Trojan  women.  Again  they  are  used  to  emphasize  the  posi- 
tion of  important  characters.  Thus,  in  Sophocles'  Antigone,  the 
chorus  of  Theban  senators  who  disapprove  of  her  illegal  acts  build 
up  the  bitter  loneliness  of  Antigone  in  the  play.  This  function  is 
closely  allied  to  another  which  the  chorus  often  performs,  that  of 
an  ideal  audience.  That  is,  the  dramatist  makes  the  chorus  react 
to  events  upon  the  stage  in  the  same  way  in  which  he  hopes  his 
audience  will  react,  but  more  articulately.  They  express  horror 
when  he  would  have  his  audience  shudder,  sorrow  when  he  would 
have  them  despair.  This  function  is  sometimes  performed  directly 
simply  by  comments  on  the  action  of  the  play,  but  in  its  most  ef- 
fective and  most  peculiarly  Greek  form  it  is  indirect,  as  in  the 
foreboding  song  of  the  chorus  after  the  King  and  Queen  have  en- 
tered the  palace  in  Agamemnon,  or  in  the  beautiful  song  of  escape 
in  Hippolytus  after  Phaedra  has  rushed  off  the  stage  to  kill  her- 
self. Of  course  the  possibility  of  subtle  effects  like  these  was  greatly 
increased  in  Greek  tragedy  by  the  fact  that  the  audience  already 
knew  the  general  outline  of  the  plot  of  the  play.  The  dramatist 
could  concern  himself  with  nuances  of  dramatic  effect  instead  of 
simple  efforts  to  keep  the  movement  of  the  action  clear  and  the 
situation  of  the  characters  unconfused.^ 

But  the  songs  of  the  chorus  do  not  puzzle  the  modern  reader  so 
much  as  their  dances  which,  to  us,  seem  highly  inappropriate  in  a 
tragedy.  To  us  the  word  dance  suggests  something  trivial  however 
much  we  may  enjoy  it.  But  to  the  Greeks,  the  dance  was  a  form 
of  art,  like  music  or  poetry.  It  was  not  merely  a  gay  movement  of 
the  feet  but  an  expression  of  ideas  by  means  of  the  human  body, 
just  as  music  was  an  expression  of  ideas  in  sound  and  sculpture  an 
expression  of  ideas  in  stone.  Aristotle  defined  dancing  as  an  imita- 
tion of  "actions,  characters,  and  passions,  by  means  of  postures  and 
rhythmical   movements."   The   choral   dance   was   thus   essentially 

^  An  excellent  example  of  the  use  of  the  audience's  knowledge  of  the  story  for 
subtle  effects  is  found  in  the  superb  tragic  irony  which  Sophocles  has  built  into 
CEdipus  Rex. 
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mimetic  in  character;  it  supplied  the  action  of  a  scene  reported  on 
the  stage,  or  it  suggested  the  passion  underlying  the  emotional  out- 
burst of  an  actor. 

When  we  think  of  the  dance  in  this  way,  we  are  not  surprised  to 
learn  that  it  demanded  especially  a  skilful  use  of  the  arms.  A 
famous  dancer  who  appeared  in  the  plays  of  ^schylus  is  said  to 
have  been  able  to  "depict  events  with  his  hands."  One  writer  of 
antiquity  in  telling  a  man  how  to  show  off  his  accomplishments 
advises  him  to  dance,  "if  his  arms  are  flexible."  One  of  our  scraps 
of  information  about  the  chorus  tells  us  that  the  various  dances  or 
postures  were  classified,  but  we  know  only  a  few  of  them,  such  as 
thrusting  with  the  sword  and  shaking  the  fist  in  menace.  These 
choral  movements  accompanying  a  tragedy  were  slow,  majestic,  and 
portentous;  the  dumb  show  was  grave  and  dignified.  A  dance  of 
this  type,  a  sensitive  response  of  the  whole  body  to  certain  ideas  in 
the  play  and  not  simply  a  mechanical  rhythmic  movement  of  the 
feet,  would  be  far  from  disconcerting;  rather  would  it  serve  to 
increase  the  vividness  of  the  tragic  story  unfolding  on  the  stage. 

The  twelve  or  fifteen  members  of  the  chorus  were  made  to  look 
as  much  alike  as  possible.  They  all  wore  the  same  inconspicuous 
costume  and  identical  masks;  there  was  no  distraction  because  of 
the  individual  characteristics  of  any  one  dancer.  They  had  been 
rigorously  trained  in  their  part  for  weeks  before  the  performance 
and  were  expected  to  be  perfect  in  execution.  Their  movements 
were  partially  military,  and  the  dancers  were  never  scattered  about 
the  orchestra  like  a  crowd,  but  were  always  in  precise  formation. 

The  action  which  went  on  behind  the  orchestra  on  the  stage  is 
not  so  unfamiliar  to  us  as  the  action  of  the  chorus,  but  it  was  still 
quite  different  from  the  acting  in  a  modern  theater.  Most  of  the 
differences  result  from  the  characteristics  of  the  Greek  theater  and 
Greek  productions  which  we  have  already  seen.  First  there  was 
the  very  large  theater.  The  modern  type  of  production  in  such  a 
theater  would  have  made  the  actors  look  puny  and  the  action  ridicu- 
lous. Furthermore,  nine-tenths  of  the  audience  would  have  heard 
nothing.  Since  the  characters  in  Greek  tragedies  were  mostly  heroes 
and  prophets  and  gods,  they  could  not  appear  puny  or  ridiculous, 
and  several  devices  helped  them  to  avoid  such  a  contretemps.  Their 
features  were  made  distinct  by  masks  which  were  always  worn 
and  which  served  much  the  same  purpose  as  make-up  in  our  thea- 
ter.-^** These  masks  are  said  also  to  have  increased  the  resonance  of 

1°  These  masks  were  not  all  alike,  but  were  made  to  bear  the  expression  most 
characteristic  of  the  individual.  They  could  be  changed  when  necessary.  In  CEdipus 
Rex,  for  instance,  when  CEdipus  returned  to  the  stage  blinded,  he  certainly  wore  a 
new  mask.  The  masks  meant,  of  course,  that  the  actor's  expression  could  not  change 
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the  actors'  voices.  The  robes  worn  on  the  stage  were  colorful  and 
distinctive  to  give  the  characters  individuality,  just  as  the  costumes 
of  the  chorus  were  uniform  and  inconspicuous  to  keep  individuality 
subordinated.  These  robes  were  flowing  and  dignified.  The  danger 
that  the  actor  might  appear  dwarfed  in  the  huge  theater  was  avoided 
by  increasing  his  size,  though  keeping  his  proportions  perfect.  His 
chest  and  limbs  were  padded,  and  his  height  was  increased  by 
means  of  a  special  shoe  with  a  huge  wooden  sole,  called  a  cothurnus. 
A  cone-shaped  prolongation  of  the  upper  part  of  the  mask  (which 
was  made  to  look  like  hair  or  a  wreath  or  a  helmet,  depending  upon 
the  character)  also  served  to  give  the  actor  height  and  dignity. 

These  details  of  production,  like  the  lines  of  the  tragedies  them- 
selves, show  that  the  keynote  of  a  Greek  tragedy  was  dignity.  The 
ideas  and  the  characters  and  the  plot  of  the  play  demanded  it,  and 
the  staging  contributed  to  it. 

These  various  characteristics  of  the  Greek  plays,  theaters,  and 
productions  combine  to  develop  certain  characteristics  in  the  trage- 
dies. One  was  the  method  of  introducing  characters.  Since  there 
were  no  playbills  or  programs  to  give  the  dramatis  personce,  char- 
acters were  generally  introduced  on  their  first  appearance,  often  by 
the  chorus. 

Another  of  the  repeated  problems  of  the  dramatist  was  the  neces- 
sity of  explaining  the  constant  presence  of  the  chorus,  which  also 
offered  almost  insuperable  difficulties  to  any  change  of  place  or 
time.  This  is  the  chief  reason  why  Greek  tragedies  generally  had 
unity  of  place  and  tried  to  have  unity  of  time.  Unity  of  time  was 
sometimes  obtained,  however,  by  simply  ignoring  the  necessary 
lapse  of  time,  as  ^schylus  in  Agamemnon  ignored  the  time  re- 
quired by  the  Greeks  to  get  back  from  Troy. 

Another  peculiar  feature  of  Greek  tragedy  is  the  consistent  avoid- 
ance of  interior  scenes.  On  the  modern  stage  interiors  are  common 
because  in  our  theaters  an  indoor  scene  can  be  presented  more  easily 
than  an  outdoor  one  and  because  we  spend  most  of  our  lives  in- 
doors. Just  the  opposite  was  true  in  Greece.  The  average  Greek 
spent  the  majority  of  his  waking  hours  out-of-doors  and,  perhaps  a 
more  conclusive  reason,  it  was  impossible  to  present  an  interior 
scene  in  an  open-air  theater, 

while  he  was  on  the  stage.  This  immobility  of  expression  is  likely  to  appear  to  us 
as  a  serious  handicap,  but  we  must  remember  that  in  a  huge  daylight  theater  changes 
of  expression  could  have  been  seen  by  only  a  few  hundred  people  even  if  the  actors 
had  worn  no  masks.  Even  in  a  modern  theater,  where  changes  of  expression  can 
be  seen,  there  is  a  great  deal  to  be  said  for  the  use  of  masks.  Some  successful  modern 
dramatists,  Eugene  O'Neill  for  instance,  are  very  enthusiastic  about  them  and  only 
reluctantly  forego  their  use. 
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The  Tragic  Dramatists 

After  such  a  long-winded  discussion  of  Greek  tragedy  as  this,  it 
ought  not  to  be  necessary  to  say  very  much  about  the  men  who 
wrote  it.  A  Httle  information,  however,  will  make  the  plays  them- 
selves somewhat  clearer. 

Gree\  tragedy,  as  the  term  is  commonly  used,  always  refers  to 
the  extant  plays  of  three  dramatists,  iEschylus,  Sophocles,  and  Eu- 
ripides. All  three  of  them  wrote  in  the  fifth  century  b.  c. 

-^schylus,  the  oldest,  was  born  525  b.  c.  and  lived  until  456.  His 
father  was  a  member  of  the  "old  nobility"  of  Athens.  iEschylus  as 
a  young  man  fought  in  the  wars  against  Persia,  so  distinguishing 
himself  in  the  famous  battle  of  Marathon  that  his  prowess  as  a 
soldier  was  never  forgotten  in  Athens  even  after  he  had  become 
her  greatest  dramatist. 

When  iEschylus  first  began  to  write,  tragedy  was  still  near  to 
its  prehistoric  origins.  He  added  a  second  actor  to  the  one  who  had 
taken  all  the  parts  before,  invented  many  of  the  tragic  costumes 
and  accoutrements,  and  developed  the  stage.  He  acted  in  his  plays 
himself  and  trained  his  own  chorus.  Since  he  was  writing  in  the 
early  days  when  religious  beliefs  had  not  been  questioned  and  the 
glory  of  Athens  was  every  man's  theme,  his  plays  are  profoundly 
religious  in  conception  and  patriotic  in  tone.  They  are  less  modern 
in  technique  than  the  others,  and  the  chorus  still  has  a  very  large 
part  of  the  lines  in  his  plays.  He  is  said  to  have  written  ninety  plays, 
but  only  seven  are  extant. 

Sophocles  was  born  in  497  b.  c.  and  died  in  405.  He  had  a  great 
contemporary  reputation,  but  his  love  of  Athens  led  him  to  reject 
many  invitations  to  visit  the  courts  of  rich  princes.  Tradition  says 
that  he  held  civic  offices  and  even  went  on  foreign  embassies.  When 
he  was  fifty-five,  he  was  appointed  general  with  Pericles  in  the 
Samian  war. 

Tragedy  was  a  much  more  highly  developed  form  when  Soph- 
ocles began  to  write.  He  was  less  interested  in  religious  truths  than 
yEschylus  and  more  interested  in  dramatic  technique  and  in  char- 
acter. He  added  the  third  actor  in  the  production  of  the  plays  and 
invented  many  of  the  devices  used  in  the  theater.  In  his  plays  the 
chorus  is  less  important  than  in  the  plays  of  iEschylus,  but  the 
characters  are  more  closely  studied,  assuming  more  the  character- 
istics of  human  beings  and  less  those  of  huge  figures  representing 
human  woes.  He  wrote  over  a  hundred  plays,  of  which  eight  are 
extant. 

Euripides,  the  youngest  of  the  tragic  poets,  was  born  in  485  b,  c. 
and  died  in  406.  Though  only  twelve  years  younger  than  Sophocles 
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he  represented  a  new  age.  For  him  the  gods  were  no  longer  the 
center  of  the  universe,  as  they  had  been  for  iEschylus,  and  Athens 
was  not  the  perfect  state  which  could  do  no  wrong.  He  attacked 
the  Athenians  for  their  tyranny  and  sordidness,  and  he  hated  the 
gods  for  their  cruelty  and  injustice.  He  was  a  doubter  and  a  ques- 
tioner. Although  while  he  lived  the  old  beliefs  were  beginning  to 
die  out,  still  he  was  ahead  of  his  time,  and  like  all  such  men  was 
accused  of  being  an  atheist,  a  teacher  of  immorality,  and  a  cor- 
rupter of  youth.  This  unpopularity  was  increased  because  he  was 
not  a  "mixer"  but  preferred  to  live  by  himself.  In  his  old  age  Athens 
became  so  unfriendly  to  him  that  he  went  into  voluntary  exile. 

It  is  partly  for  these  reasons  that  the  plays  of  Euripides  seem  to 
us  more  modern  than  the  others.  In  them  he  reduces  still  further  the 
part  of  the  chorus  and  treats  his  characters  more  as  individuals 
than  did  his  predecessors.  He  is  particularly  interested  in  women 
and  frequently  presents  problems  which  are  peculiarly  women's 
problems.  Unlike  the  earlier  dramatists,  he  did  not  think  a  love 
affair  unfit  to  be  treated  in  a  tragedy.  It  was  partly  because  of 
these  innovations  and  of  his  unconventional  treatment  of  women 
that  the  Athenians  of  his  time  called  him  immoral  and  a  woman- 
hater. 

In  his  plays  Euripides  is  forced  to  do  more  explaining  of  the 
myths  upon  which  his  tragedies  are  based  than  yEschylus  and 
Sophocles  did,  partly  because  the  myths  were  not  so  well  known 
in  his  time  and  partly  because  he  was  inclined  to  use  the  less  fa- 
miliar versions  of  the  mythical  stories  and  not  the  popular  versions 
utilized  by  iEschylus  and  Sophocles.  Thus  the  prologue  with  which 
so  many  of  his  plays  begin  was  really  necessary. 

Though  he  was  not  popular  in  his  own  day,  Euripides  became 
one  of  the  most  admired  poets  of  Greece  within  a  century  of  his 
death.  And  to  the  modern  reader  he  seems  to  write  with  a  knowl- 
edge of  humanity  and  a  sympathy  with  it  not  found  in  iEschylus 
or  Sophocles.  Only  eighteen  of  the  ninety  plays  he  wrote  are  extant. 

B.  MEDIEVAL  TRAGEDY 

The  great  tragedies  of  fifth-century  Athens  were  imitated  by 
lesser  Greek  poets  and  by  the  Romans,  especially  Seneca,  but  they 
had  no  worthy  successors  in  the  ancient  world.  In  early  Christian 
times,  the  old  drama  was  stamped  out  through  the  efforts  of  the 
barbarians  and  the  Christian  Church.  For  centuries  there  was  noth- 
ing in  Europe  which  we  should  call  drama  at  all. 

When  the  drama  did  appear  again,  it  had  to  develop  from  the 
most  rudimentary  beginnings,  almost  as  if  plays  had  never  been 
known  in  the  world  before.  As  it  has  always  done,  it  began  in  re^ 
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ligious  observances,  and  it  grew  for  more  than  five  hundred  years 
in  England  before  it  was  weaned  from  the  Church.  This  medieval 
drama  never  did  develop  a  body  of  what  we  should  call  fine  plays, 
but  for  centuries  it  kept  alive  the  taste  for  drama  in  England.  It 
is  from  these  medieval  plays  and  not  from  the  tragedies  and  come- 
dies of  ancient  Greece  that  our  modern  drama  has  grown. 

Properly  speaking,  there  were  no  real  tragedies  and  very  few 
real  comedies  written  in  medieval  times.  The  plays  were  usually 
dramatic  hash — serious  scenes  and  comic  scenes  mixed  higgledy- 
piggledy  with  very  little  conception  of  dramatic  unity,  A  few  of 
the  plays,  however,  show  a  surprising  knowledge  of  comic  technique 
and  stand  out  as  well-developed  comedies.  Though  there  are  no 
fully  developed  tragedies  in  the  medieval  drama  of  England,  there 
are  serious  plays  which  display  an  effective  handling  of  situation 
and  character,  of  pathos  and  suspense.  It  is  in  these  plays  that  we 
are  interested  here,  because  even  though  they  are  not  tragedies 
themselves,  they  did  perform  something  of  the  function  of  tragedy 
in  medieval  England. 

The  Times 

Though  the  medieval  drama  of  England  was  developed  slowly 
during  the  course  of  more  than  five  hundred  years,  its  most  char- 
acteristic plays  are  products  of  the  fourteenth  and  fifteenth  cen- 
turies. The  period  is  much  closer  to  our  own  than  the  period  of 
Greek  tragedy,  but  this  fact  does  not  necessarily  mean  that  it  is 
much  more  familiar;  in  fact  most  modern  American  readers  have 
probably  heard  more  and  thought  more  about  ancient  Greece  than 
about  fourteenth-century  England.  Many  of  the  medieval  institu- 
tions are  closer  to  our  own  than  Greek  institutions,  but  some  knowl- 
edge of  the  culture  of  Greece  is  a  part  of  the  intellectual  equipment 
of  every  educated  man. 

Probably  the  most  important  institution  in  medieval  times,  cer- 
tainly by  all  odds  the  most  important  institution  so  far  as  the  drama 
is  concerned,  was  the  Church.  It  touched  the  affairs  of  every  man, 
woman,  and  child  as  no  institution  of  our  time  can  ever  hope  to  do. 
Not  only  did  it  have  a  great  deal  of  power  as  a  church;  it  was  the 
schools  and  universities,  the  hospitals,  the  charitable  foundations, 
the  provider  of  art,  literature,  music,  and  entertainment  as  well.  In 
most  countries  of  Europe  it  was  more  wealthy  and  powerful  than 
the  government  itself;  it  was  a  super-state  which  often  forced  kings 
to  give  way  before  it  and  which  provided  a  closer  bond  of  union 
between  the  people  than  any  sense  of  national  unity  or  patriotism. 

So  far  as  the  drama  was  concerned,  the  institution  of  most  im- 
portance in  medieval  England  after  the  Church  was  the  trade  gild. 


TRAGEDY  35 

Perhaps  modern  trade  unions  are  as  much  Uke  medieval  trade  gilds 
as  any  institution  we  have,  but  there  are  at  least  as  many  points 
of  difference  as  of  similarity  between  the  two. 

The  medieval  gild  was  not  simply  an  organization  of  employees, 
but  included  employers  as  well.  Thus  the  goldsmiths'  gild  of  Lon- 
don included  both  the  senior  workers  in  the  goldsmiths'  shops  and 
all  the  wealthiest  jewelers  and  bankers  (since  the  banking  of  the 
time  was  done  by  the  goldsmiths)  in  the  city.  This  gild,  under 
authority  from  the  city,  regulated  very  strictly  all  the  business  af- 
fairs of  its  members.  Membership  in  the  gild  and  payment  of  its 
fees  were  absolutely  essential  before  a  man  could  do  business  as  a 
goldsmith  in  London.  The  gild  dictated  not  only  wages  and  hours 
of  labor  but  also  the  standard  of  quality  for  merchandise,  the  con- 
ditions of  its  manufacture,  and  the  prices  to  be  charged  for  it. 
The  gild  had  power  to  levy  heavy  fines  on  its  members,  and  could 
even  confiscate  a  man's  stock  or  destroy  his  business  for  infringe- 
ments of  its  regulations. 

These  prerogatives  make  it  obvious  that  the  medieval  gilds  were 
much  more  powerful  and  wealthy  than  the  modern  trade  unions. 
Though  the  activities  of  any  particular  gild  were  confined  to  its 
own  city,  in  that  city  the  gild  was  a  real  power.  The  government 
of  the  city  was  in  the  hands  of  the  gilds  and  city  officials  were 
usually  gild  members  who  had  risen  to  office  within  their  particu- 
lar gilds.  In  the  overseeing  of  industry  and  commerce,  the  regula- 
tion of  living  conditions  in  the  city,  and  the  administration  of  jus- 
tice, the  gilds  were  really  instruments  of  government. 

Gilds  were  not  only  commercial  and  political  organizations;  they 
had  social  and  religious  functions  as  well.  They  attempted  to  assist 
their  members  in  times  of  illness  or  misfortune,  to  provide  for  them 
in  their  old  age  and  to  protect  their  widows  and  children.  As  for 
the  religious  aspect,  each  gild  had  its  patron  saint,  and  on  specified 
occasions  appeared  in  a  body  at  church.  The  organization  contrib- 
uted regularly  to  the  Church,  and  in  many  of  the  religious  festivals 
each  gild  took  part  as  a  body. 

Such  bodies,  of  course,  called  forth  the  intense  loyalty  and  pride 
of  their  members.  They  combined  in  one  organization  most  of  the 
functions  of  modern  trade  unions,  business  and  professional  clubs, 
fraternal  and  benevolent  orders,  religious  societies,  and  civic  clubs. 
It  is  not  surprising  to  find  them  in  more  or  less  friendly  rivalry  at 
civic  and  religious  festivals  or  to  discover  that  in  the  eyes  of  their 
members  they  occupied  a  position  of  importance  almost  as  great  as 
that  of  the  Church  itself. 

The  medieval  townsmen  who,  with  the  folk  from  the  surround- 
ing villages  and  countryside,  made  up  the  audience  at  medieval 
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plays,  were  by  no  means  the  equals  of  the  Greeks  who  listened  to 
the  verses  of  ^Eschylus  and  Euripides.  Most  of  them  were  illit- 
erate, and  as  a  group  they  were  ignorant  and  credulous.  The  reli- 
gion which  dominated  their  plays  was  much  more  a  thing  of 
churches  and  creeds  and  priests  than  was  the  religion  which  had 
dominated  the  Athenian  plays.  Their  religion  had  rather  less  to  do 
with  their  everyday  lives  and  much  more  to  do  with  promises  of 
rewards  and  punishments  after  death  than  had  that  of  the  Greeks. 
At  their  plays  they  found  entertainment  and  spectacle  and  specific 
moral  instruction — the  devout  and  obedient  man  will  receive  God's 
blessing;  the  proud  and  disobedient  are  in  danger  of  hell  fire. 

The  Origin  and  Occasion  of  Medieval  Plays 

The  drama  of  medieval  times,  like  the  drama  of  ancient  Greece, 
had  its  beginnings  in  religious  observances.  The  medieval  church 
was  always  anxious  to  make  its  mysteries  and  the  biblical  narrative 
real  and  vivid  to  its  uneducated  members.  The  churches  were  filled 
with  stained  glass  and  carved  wood  and  stone,  with  wall  paintings 
and  pictures,  all  of  which  portrayed  the  biblical  stories  and  the  es- 
sential mysteries  for  the  people.  The  Mass  itself  was  an  attempt  of 
this  sort.  It  was  very  natural  that  the  same  attempt  should  be  made 
by  means  of  impersonation  and  dialogue. 

The  earliest  attempts  to  use  impersonation  and  dialogue  in  teach- 
ing the  people  were  made,  as  might  be  expected,  in  connection  with 
the  two  greatest  occasions  in  the  church  calendar,  Easter  and  Christ- 
mas. By  the  ninth  century  additional  words  were  being  written  (in 
Latin,  of  course,  like  all  the  service  of  the  Church)  for  the  ecclesiasti- 
cal music  of  the  Easter  service,  words  which  put  into  the  mouths 
of  choristers  the  very  speeches  which  the  biblical  account  assigns 
to  the  angel  and  to  the  three  Maries  on  the  first  Easter  morning. 
When  these  choristers  sang  antiphonally — that  is,  one  man  or  group 
of  men  singing  the  question  and  another  the  answer — the  beginning 
of  dialogue  had  appeared  in  the  Church.  In  the  course  of  time,  these 
chanted  dialogues  (tropes,  as  they  were  called)  were  detached  from 
the  regular  service  and  allowed  to  develop  more  independently. 
The  choristers  who  represented  the  angels  and  the  Maries  were 
dressed  to  indicate  their  parts  and  were  instructed  to  make  inter- 
pretive gestures.  With  this  development,  embryo  plays  had  ap- 
peared. 

Such  an  effective  addition  to  the  services  of  the  Church  did  not 
long  remain  unknown;  it  was  rapidly  developed  and  widely  imi- 
tated. Just  as  the  account  of  the  first  Easter  morning  could  be  en- 
acted, so  could  the  first  Christmas  story,  and  the  story  of  Good 
Friday  and  the  Annunciation,  and  so  on  through  the  whole  New 
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Testament  narrative.  These  representations  were  elaborated  until 
they  included  not  only  the  events  of  the  holy  day  itself  but  also 
the  antecedent  and  succeeding  events.  The  presentation  of  the  Na- 
tivity, for  instance,  developed  until  the  audience  was  shown  not 
simply  the  events  at  Bethlehem  but  the  Old  Testament  prophecies 
of  the  birth  of  Jesus  as  well,  and  thus  gradually  all  the  Old  Testa- 
ment narrative. 

The  developments  here  so  glibly  recounted  did  not  take  place 
in  a  few  months,  but  were  the  slow  growth  of  centuries.  They  were 
taking  place  in  most  European  countries  as  well  as  in  England. 
Churchmen,  as  they  traveled  about,  reported  what  they  had  seen, 
and  the  new  additions  of  France  or  Italy  were  imitated  in  Germany 
and  England.  Most  of  the  great  churches  of  Europe  and  even  many 
of  the  smaller  ones  presented  these  ecclesiastical  plays  in  Latin  at 
various  times  during  the  year. 

As  the  plays  became  more  and  more  elaborate  in  structure  and 
in  presentation,  however,  the  Church  found  increasing  difficulty 
in  keeping  them  purely  religious  in  character.  At  first  they  had 
been  presented  in  the  church,  in  direct  connection  with  the  service, 
in  the  language  of  the  Church,  and  had  been  written  and  acted  en- 
tirely by  priests  and  choristers.  But  how  was  it  possible  to  keep  the 
plays  entirely  in  the  hands  of  churchmen  when  a  hundred  or  more 
actors  were  required?  Gradually  certain  parts,  minor  ones  at  first, 
were  given  to  laymen.  Since  very  few  of  the  laymen  knew  Latin, 
little  by  little,  bits  of  the  vernacular  were  written  into  the  plays. 

The  size  of  the  crowds  attracted  and  the  size  of  the  playing  place 
demanded  were  another  difficulty.  The  earliest  tropes  required  very 
little  playing  space  as  only  a  few  robes  and  a  tomb  were  necessary, 
but  as  the  plays  developed,  more  and  more  properties  had  to  be 
used — mangers  and  crosses  and  stars  and  arks  and  tables  and  fiery 
furnaces  and  thrones  and  mountains.  As  the  spectacle  grew,  the 
crowds  grew.  Soon  even  the  greatest  cathedrals  were  scarcely  large 
enough  to  provide  all  the  numerous  playing  places  and  to  accommo- 
date the  crowds  from  all  the  surrounding  countryside.  The  plays 
were  taken  outside  the  churches  to  the  cathedral  close  or  the  market 
place.  And  once  outside  the  consecrated  building,  secularization  be- 
came more  rapid.  More  and  more  laymen  were  given  parts,  until 
they  dominated  the  plays;  more  and  more  of  the  Latin  was  trans- 
lated into  the  vernacular  until  the  common  people  could  under- 
stand nearly  all  the  words.  Bits  of  everyday  life  were  worked  into 
the  plays  to  entertain  the  crowds,  and  gradually  the  direct  responsi- 
bility for  the  plays  came  to  rest  with  the  city  rather  than  with  the 
Church. 

After  the  plays  reached  the  point  where  they  were  written  in 
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the  vernacular,  acted  by  laymen,  and  controlled  by  non-ecclesiastical 
bodies,  they  began  to  lose  the  universal  character  which  had  marked 
them  as  long  as  they  were  entirely  in  the  hands  of  the  Church, 
and  to  become  more  and  more  national  in  character.  It  is  in  this 
national  stage  o£  the  development  of  the  medieval  drama  that  the 
most  interesting  of  the  English  plays  appear. 

The  Performance  of  the  Medieval  Plays  in  England 

In  England,  the  secular  organizations  which  took  over  the  re- 
ligious plays  after  they  had  outgrown  the  Church  were  the  trade 
gilds.  By  the  time  of  this  transition,  the  plays  were  vast  in  extent, 
really  great  series  of  from  twenty-five  to  fifty  plays  which  presented 
all  the  biblical  story  from  the  fall  of  Lucifer  and  the  creation  of 
the  world  to  the  resurrection  and  the  last  judgment.  They  required 
hundreds  of  actors  and  many  hours,  often  several  days,  for  com- 
plete presentation.  Such  a  series  of  plays  was  called  a  cycle,  and 
such  cycles  of  religious  plays  or  mystery  plays  (as  they  were  called 
because  they  presented  the  mysteries  of  the  Christian  religion)  were 
being  performed  in  a  score  of  market  towns  and  cities  all  over  Eng- 
land in  the  fourteenth  and  fifteenth  centuries.  But  of  all  the  Eng- 
lish cycles,  only  five  have  been  preserved  in  anything  like  their 
entirety.  The  best  of  them  are  the  cycles  presented  at  Chester  and 
at  York  and  one  presented  at  an  unknown  place,  probably  Wake- 
field in  Yorkshire.-^^ 

In  the  hands  of  the  gilds  these  plays  were  given  not  one  or  two 
at  a  time  on  appropriate  days  as  they  had  been  in  the  churches, 
but  all  at  once  on  a  special  gala  occasion  for  which  preparations 
had  been  made  weeks  in  advance  and  which  was  a  holiday  in  the 
city,  celebrated  by  all  the  citizens  and  by  hundreds  of  visitors  who 
came  from  miles  about  to  see  the  plays.  The  occasion  usually 
selected  in  England  was  Whitsuntide  (seven  weeks  after  Easter) 
or  Corpus  Christi  Day  (eight  and  one-half  weeks  after  Easter). 
Both  were  religious  fete  days,  and  both  fell  at  a  time  of  year  when 
the  weather  was  likely  to  be  suitable  for  out-of-door  performances 
in  the  streets  of  the  city. 

The  normal  plan  was  for  the  city  to  assign  each  play  of  the  cycle 
to  some  particular  gild,  as  often  as  possible  to  a  gild  which  had 
special  facilities  for  presenting  the  play.  Thus  at  York  the  gild  of 
shipwrights  was  selected  to  stage  the  play  of  The  Building  of  the 
Ark^,  and  at  Chester  the  cooks  and  innkeepers  acted  the  fiery  play 
of  The  Harrou/ing  of  Hell.  The  gild  which  the  city  made  respon- 

11  All  these  plays  are  of  unknown  authorship.  Probably  many  of  them  were 
written  by  monks;  certainly  there  was  no  such  thing  as  a  professional  playwright  at 
the  time. 
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sible  for  a  play  had  to  take  complete  charge  of  its  production — 
furnish  the  stage,  the  properties,  the  costumes,  and  the  decorations, 
hire  the  actors,  and  superintend  the  rehearsals.  Sometime  before 
the  performance  the  members  of  the  city  government  inspected  re- 
hearsals, and  woe  betide  any  gild  whose  play  was  not  properly 
in  hand.  The  city  then  made  general  arrangements  for  the  great 
day.  The  stations  (street  corners  and  open  spaces)  for  the  perform- 
ance of  the  plays  were  selected;  the  houses  and  buildings  about 
these  places  were  decorated  for  the  occasion;  scaffolds  or  bleachers 
were  built  at  the  best  station  for  the  civic  dignitaries  and  any  visit- 
ing nobility  or  royalty;  and  the  advertising  of  the  plays  (usually 
public  announcements  made  in  the  surrounding  towns  and  vil- 
lages by  gorgeously  dressed  horsemen  or  by  the  town  crier)  was 
provided  for. 

When  the  great  day  arrived,  the  city  was  sure  to  be  crowded 
with  visitors  and  holiday-making  citizens.  Very  early  in  the  morn- 
ing the  crowds  collected  at  the  various  appointed  stations  and  waited 
excitedly  for  the  first  play.  At  the  designated  time  (in  York  this  was 
4:30  A.M.)  a  team  of  horses  was  driven  up  to  the  station  pulling 
a  pageant  wagon,  or  what  we  should  probably  call  an  elaborate 
float.  These  pageants  were  huge  double-decked  wagons,  gaily  dec- 
orated with  paint  and  brass,  streamers  and  pennons,  cloth-of-gold 
and  brightly  colored  hangings,  and  displaying  to  as  great  advantage 
as  possible  the  insignia  of  the  gild  which  was  to  present  the  play. 
The  lower  deck,  from  the  wagon-bed  to  a  platform  six  or  seven 
feet  above  it,  was  curtained  from  the  view  of  the  crowd  and  used 
as  a  dressing-room,  or  as  hell,  if  the  play  was  one  in  which  hell 
could  be  used.  The  platform  which  served  as  the  roof  of  this  lower 
story  was  the  stage  upon  which  the  action  of  the  play  took  place. 
It  was  fitted  with  the  necessary  properties  and  covered  with  a 
canopy,  usually  tasseled  and  fringed. ^^ 

Upon  this  pageant  wagon  the  first  play  of  the  cycle.  The  Fall 
of  Lucifer,  was  presented  to  the  crowd.  When  it  was  finished,  the 
horses  were  driven  to  the  second  appointed  station  and  the  play 
was  performed  again.  In  the  meantime  the  pageant  wagon  for 
the  second  play.  The  Creation  and  Fall  of  Man,  had  been  driven 

12  This  is  the  type  of  pageant  wagon  which  most  of  the  extant  records  indicate  and 
which  was  probably  most  common,  but  it  is  sometimes  said  that  the  pageant  wagons 
were  three-decked.  Though  this  is  perhaps  true  of  the  pageants  built  for  a  few  of  the 
plays  which  required  part  of  the  action  in  heaven  and  part  on  earth  (like  The  Expelling 
of  Adam  and  Eve  out  of  Paradise,  where  the  first  two-thirds  of  the  action  takes  place 
in  Paradise,  after  which  the  angel  drives  out  Adam  and  Eve,  and  a  stage  direction 
says,  "Then  Man  and  Woman  departyth  to  the  nether  parte  of  the  pageant,"  and 
then  the  last  third  of  the  action  takes  place  on  earth),  most  of  the  plays  required  only 
one  stage  level. 
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up  to  the  first  station,  and  the  crowd  watched  the  second  episode 
in  the  history  o£  the  universe.  When  it  was  finished,  the  first 
pageant  wagon  drove  to  the  third  station,  the  second  pageant  wagon 
drove  to  the  second  station,  and  the  third  wagon  came  to  the  first 
station.  And  so  the  plays  continued  until  the  crowd  at  each  station 
had  witnessed  every  play  from  The  Fall  of  Lucifer  to  Doomsday 
and  the  last  judgment  of  the  resurrected  souls.  In  Chester  the  per- 
formance of  this  series  took  three  days,  and  even  an  avid  medieval 
crowd  must  have  had  its  fill  of  dramatized  salvation  by  the  time 
the  last  pageant  wagon  rolled  away. 

The  Plays 

There  are  certain  recurrent  peculiarities  in  these  medieval  plays 
which  are  sometimes  confusing  to  the  modern  reader.  In  almost 
every  play  anachronisms  are  common.  This  was  due  in  part  no 
doubt  to  ignorance,  as  in  many  popular  modern  plays  on  histori- 
cal subjects,  but  often  it  was  undoubtedly  a  conscious  use  of  con- 
temporary terms  and  local  references  in  an  attempt  to  make  the 
biblical  stories  vivid  for  an  audience  which  knew  little  or  nothing 
of  life  in  ancient  Palestine.  Thus  the  Judean  winter  is  cold  and 
snowy  at  Christmas  time,  Herod  is  Sir  Herod,  Noah's  wife  and  her 
tipsy  gossips  drink  the  popular  malmsey,  shepherds  complain  of 
English  taxes,  and  the  money  mentioned  is  generally  pounds,  shill- 
ings, and  pence.  In  other  ways  the  bibHcal  narrative  was  amended 
or  expanded  to  suit  the  audience.  Characters  who  were  simply 
mentioned  or  who  did  not  appear  at  all  in  the  Bible  were  brought 
upon  the  stage  to  complete  the  picture.  If  the  shepherds  watched 
their  flocks  by  night,  the  medieval  dramatists  thought  they  probably 
had  something  to  watch  for;  so  sheep  stealers  are  brought  into 
the  plays  of  the  Nativity.  If  Noah  had  three  sons,  he  certainly  had 
a  wife,  and  if  wives  in  Noah's  time  were  anything  like  wives  in 
medieval  Chester,  Mrs.  Noah  probably  objected  strenuously  when 
commanded  to  desert  her  home  and  her  friends;  so  Noah  is  given 
a  spouse  who  speaks  her  mind  with  vigor  and  abandon. 

Often  the  conceptions  of  time  and  place  in  medieval  plays  make 
it  difficult  for  modern  readers  to  imagine  their  production.  How 
did  Abraham  and  Isaac  make  a  journey  of  several  days  on  a  plat- 
form that  could  not  have  been  much  more  than  thirty  or  forty 
feet  long.''  How  did  the  Ark  sail  about  for  forty  days  and  forty 
nights  in  a  play  that  lasted  about  thirty  minutes? 

In  general  these  feats  were  accomplished  by  simply  ignoring  the 
difficulties,  just  as  we  ignore  the  impossibility  of  the  lapse  of  two 
or  three  months  between  the  acts  of  a  modern  play.  When  Noah 
closed  the  window  of  the  Ark,  sang  a  Psalm,  and  then  opened  the 
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window  and  announced  that  forty  days  had  passed,  the  audience 
accepted  his  statement  without  astonishment.  The  situation  is 
treated  precisely  the  same  way  in  our  plays.  We  lower  the  curtain 
instead  of  opening  a  window  and  announce  the  forty-day  interval 
in  a  program  instead  of  from  the  stage. 

The  change  of  place  in  the  medieval  plays  is  slightly  more  con- 
fusing. Since  their  stage  was  isolated  and  could  not  be  concealed 
from  the  audience  by  a  curtain,  our  modern  tricks  to  disguise  the 
impossibility  of  a  change  of  place  were  not  available.  If  the  play 
required  two  or  more  places,  at  least  one  was  indicated  by  properties 
which  were  self-explanatory. 

The  place  designated  by  properties  remained  the  same  through- 
out the  action;  it  was  usually  at  one  end  of  the  pageant.  Such 
definitely  localized  places  were  called  sedes.  Other  places  in  the 
action  of  the  same  play  were  indicated  simply  by  the  words  of  the 
characters.  One  part  of  the  pageant  was  an  unlocalized  place,  or 
platea,  which,  when  not  in  use,  was  no  place,  and  which  became  a 
definite  locality  only  as  the  speeches  of  the  characters  identified  it. 
Thus  in  the  Chester  play  of  The  Deluge,  one  end  of  the  pageant 
is  the  Ark,  a  definitely  localized  place  {sedes)  quite  clearly  indicated 
by  the  ship-like  form  of  the  Ark  with  the  pictures  of  animals 
painted  upon  it  as  indicated  in  the  stage  directions.  The  other  end 
of  the  pageant  was  the  unlocalized  place  {platea)  which  was  no 
place  when  the  Noah  family  was  packed  into  the  Ark,  but  which 
was  thought  of  as  Noah's  home  when  his  wife  was  drinking  there 
with  her  cronies.  After  the  flood,  when  the  Noah  family  had  landed, 
it  became  Mount  Ararat.  In  The  Sacrifice  of  Isaac,  the  localized 
place  is  the  mount  with  the  altar.  The  rest  of  the  stage  represented 
definite  places  only  as  the  words  of  the  characters  indicated  that  the 
audience  must  think  of  some  particular  locality. 

These  principles  of  medieval  staging,  though  somewhat  confusing 
at  first,  are  really  not  difficult  to  follow;  it  is  from  them  that  our 
modern  principles  of  staging  have  developed.  And  the  medieval 
plays,  however  crude  and  naive  they  may  seem  at  first,  will  be  found 
to  present  subtleties  of  dramatic  effect  which  have  only  been  elab- 
orated in  modern  plays;  they  are  the  beginning  of  our  modern 
drama. 

C.  ELIZABETHAN  TRAGEDY 

The  drama  generally  called  Elizabethan  is  that  written  for  the 
London  theaters  between  the  years  1584  and  1642.^^  The  best  of 

^^  The  name,  of  course,  comes  from  Queen  Elizabeth,  though  the  period  of  the 
Elizabethan  drama  does  not  exactly  coincide  with  the  years  of  her  reign.  Elizabeth 
was  Queen  of  England  from  1558  to  1603,  but  the  plays  to  which  her  name  is  given 
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these  plays,  of  course,  are  Shakespeare's,  but  there  were  others  who 
helped  to  make  the  plays  of  the  Elizabethan  period  the  greatest 
ever  written  in  English.  Marlowe  and  Jonson,  Heywood  and  Web- 
ster, all  had  some  of  Shakespeare's  genius — a  fine  ear  for  the 
melody  of  words,  a  depth  of  human  understanding,  an  amazing 
vitality,  and  a  brilliant  creative  imagination  which  could  send 
upon  the  stage  hundreds  of  characters  as  alive  as  those  who  walked 
the  London  streets.  And  there  were  others  besides  Shakespeare, 
Marlowe,  Jonson,  Heywood,  and  Webster.  In  this  time  it  seemed 
that  almost  any  hack  dramatist  could  get  at  least  one  or  two  fine 
scenes  into  a  play. 

Whenever  such  an  abundance  of  fine  plays  is  written  for  the 
stage,  there  is  invariably  an  unusual  audience  which  is  partially 
responsible  for  them.  The  Elizabethan  dramatist,  like  any  modern 
dramatist  who  succeeds  in  getting  his  plays  produced,  wrote  for 
the  taste,  the  understanding,  and  the  prejudices  of  his  audience. 
>,  It  was,  in  part,  the  characteristics  of  the  audience  and  the  time 
which  developed  the  Elizabethan  drama.  For  this  reason  it  is  worth- 
while to  have  some  understanding  of  the  times  in  which  Shakes- 
peare and  Marlowe  lived  and  of  the  audience  for  which  they 
worked.  Furthermore,  such  an  understanding  is  not  only  enlighten- 
ing but  really  necessary  if  one  is  to  read  Elizabethan  plays  intelli- 
gently. Since  the  tastes  and  prejudices  of  the  twentieth-century  audi- 
ence are  not  the  same  as  those  of  the  Elizabethan,  we  must  see  the 
plays  of  Shakespeare  and  his  contemporaries  not  with  a  modern 
crowd  in  a  modern  theater  but  as  a  member  of  an  Elizabethan 
audience  watching  the  performance  at  a  great  Elizabethan  play- 
house like  the  Fortune  or  the  Globe. 

The  Times 

Many  of  the  characteristics  of  these  Elizabethan  playgoers  were 
due  to  the  stirring  times  in  which  they  lived.  Every  Elizabethan 
felt  himself  part  of  a  new  world,  the  new  world  that  was  develop- 
ing out  of  the  Middle  Ages,  the  world  of  the  Renaissance.  Many  of 
the  things  which  he  believed  had  been  unknown  to  his  grand- 
father. The  earth  was  not  the  center  of  the  universe;  it  moved 
around  the  sun.  The  earth  was  not  flat;  it  was  round.  The  very 
ship  in  which  Sir  Francis  Drake  had  sailed  around  the  world  could 

were  written  during  the  last  third  of  her  reign  and  the  reigns  of  her  two  successors. 
The  first  plays  of  Lyly,  Kyd,  and  Marlowe  (1584,  1587,  1589)  mark  the  beginning  of 
the  period,  and  the  Puritan  law  closing  all  the  London  theaters  in  1642  marks  its 
close.  Since  the  Puritans  managed  to  keep  all  theaters  shut  for  eighteen  years,  1642 
marks  the  end  of  an  epoch  in  English  drama.  The  theaters  and  plays  were  quite 
different  when  dramatic  production  began  again  at  the  restoration  of  Charles  II  in 
1660. 
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be  seen  any  day  lying  at  a  wharf  near  London.  Far  to  the  west 
were  vast  countries  swarming  with  strange  people  whose  very  pots 
and  pans  were  made  of  pure  gold.  The  church  was  no  longer  the 
Roman  Catholic  Church  but  the  English  Church.  The  head  of  the 
Church  was  the  Queen,  not  the  Pope  at  Rome.  The  Pope  was  not 
an  object  of  veneration  but  a  vicious  English-hating  anti-Christ 
who  was  baited  and  laughed  at  in  plays  Hke  Marlowe's  Dr.  Faustus. 
England  was  the  greatest  nation  on  earth,  the  conqueror  of  the 
mighty  Spanish  Armada,  the  Mistress  of  the  Seas.  England's  his- 
tory was  not  a  dim  record  of  the  past,  but  a  series  of  glorious  stories 
which  might  be  read  in  popular  chronicles  and  poems  or  seen  on 
any  stage  in  London.  The  future  was  not  a  vague  continuation  of 
the  past,  but  a  series  of  exciting  possibilities  in  which  a  poor  boy 
might  become  a  great  actor,  make  a  fortune,  retire,  and  endow  a 
college,  like  Edward  Alleyn,  or  in  which  a  hard-working  shoe- 
maker might  make  a  lucky  investment  and  become  a  capitalist 
and  Lord  Mayor  of  London,  like  Simon  Eyre  in  Thomas  Dekker's 
play.  The  Shoemaker's  Holiday. 

In  all  these  ways  the  conceptions  of  the  typical  Elizabethan  dif- 
fered from  those  of  his  forebears  who  had  watched  the  mystery 
plays  at  York  and  Chester.  He  was  living  in  a  time  of  rapid 
changes,  a  time  of  peace  and  prosperity,^^great  inteHectual  stimu- 
lation and  comparative  freedom  of  ideas.  These  facts  help  to  ex- 
plain the  great  brilliance  of  the  period.  The  Italian  Renaissance 
following  the  rediscovery  of  Greek  and  Latin  literature  had  begun 
to  influence  England  more  than  fifty  years  before  Elizabeth's  time, 
but  it  was  not  until  her  reign  that  its  immense  effect  on  English 
literature  had  become  apparent. 

With  all  these  new  developments  and  stimuli,  however,  London 
was  not  the  highly  civilized  place  that  it  is  sometimes  thought 
to  have  been.  In  fact,  sharpjcontrasts-of-tiie^^ood-and  the  bad 
were  one  of  its  most  striking  characteristics.  Its  citizens  wrote  and 
listened  to  the  finest  poetry  ever  created  in  England,  but  they 
lived  in  a  filthy  city  of  open  sewers  and  frequent  raging  epidemics. 
They  cultivated  fine  music  as  one  of  the  essential  accomplishments 
of  any  man  who  pretended  to  be  educated;  yet  they  were  equally 
interested  in  the  torture  of  animals  at  bull-baitings  and  bear-baitings 
and  in  the  beheading  of  men  on  the  scaffold.  Beauty  and  violence 
were  almost  equally  a  part  of  their  lives.  The  poets  themselves, 
creators  of  beauty,  were  violent  men.  Jonson  killed  a  man  in  a  duel, 
Raleigh  died  on  the  scaffold,  Sidney  was  killed  in  battle,  and  Mar- 
lowe was  stabbed  to  death  in  a  tavern  brawl.  These  startling  in- 
congruities—poetry„ani  filth,  music  and  blood  lust,  beauty  and 
violence — are  characteristics  of  the  Elizabethan  times  which  formed 
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the_background  of  the  plays  of  Marlowe  and  Shakespeare  and  their 
great  contemporaries.  

The  Elizabethan  Theater 

Equally  important  in  an  understanding  of  Elizabethan  plays  are 
the  peculiar  physical  characteristics  of  the  theaters,  or  playhouses, 
as  they  were  more  frequently  called. 

Elizabethan  dramatists,  like  all  other  dramatists,  were  very 
greatly  influenced  by  the  theaters  in  which  their  plays  were  to  be 
produced.  Every  scene  was  planned  to  utilize  the  advantages  or  to 
avoid  the  defects  of  the  stage  of  some  Elizabethan  theater,  and  the 
plays  as  they  have  come  down  to  us  to-day  bear  throughout  the 
marks  of  such  planning.  If  this  fact  is  forgotten,  certain  passages 
seem  absurd  because  the  reader  tries  to  fit  them  into  the  conditions 
of  a  modern  stage,  or  some  highly  dramatic  speech  loses  its  theatri- 
cal effectiveness  because  he  does  not  remember  how  it  was  acted 
at  the  Fortune  or  the  Globe.  A  knowledge  of  the  general  character- 
istics of  the  Elizabethan  theaters  should  always  furnish  the  back- 
ground for  the  reading  or  producing  of  a  play  of  Shakespeare's 
time. 

First  of  all,  the  Elizabethan  theater  was,  in  part,  an  open-air 
place.  It  was  built  in  the  form  of  a  hollow  square  or  octagon,  with 
no  roof  over  the  central  part.  This  central  part  was  simply  the  bare 
ground,  called  the  pit  or  yard,  where  the  people  stood  who  had  paid 
only  the  general  admission  of  a  penny  or  two.  Usually  there  were 
three  galleries  about  this  pit,  the  lowest  raised  two  or  three  feet 
above  the  ground.  These  galleries  formed  the  sides  of  the  square 
or  octagon,  and  in  them  the  people  who  had  the  price  of  a  reserved 
seat  could  sit.  They  were  roofed,  of  course,  to  protect  the  line 
clothes  of  the  ladies  and  gentlemen  who  had  paid  for  seats.  The 
people  in  the  pit  (the  groundlings  or  stinkards,  they  were  often 
called,  for  obvious  reasons)  got  wet  if  it  rained.^^ 

The  most  significant  differences  between  this  theater  and  a  mod- 

i*This  description  applies  to  the  public  theater  of  Elizabethan  times.  As  a  hiafter 
of  fact,  there  were  two  types  of  theaters  in  use  then  which  were  distinguished  as 
"public  playhouses"  and  "private  playhouses."  Though  most  of  the  great  Elizabethan 
plays  were  written  for  the  public  theaters,  and  though  it  is  these  houses  which  are 
generally  referred  to  by  the  term  "Elizabethan  theaters,"  the  private  playhouses 
deserve  some  consideration  as  the  antecedents  of  the  Restoration  theaters. 

Private  theaters  were  really  open  to  any  one  who  could  pay  the  price  of  admission, 
but  they  were  more  exclusive  because  more  expensive.  They  were  smaller  than  the 
public  playhouses,  and  unlike  them  were  completely  enclosed — large  rectangular  rooms 
with  a  stage  at  one  end.  In  the  pit  they  had  benches  instead  of  standing  room,  and 
they  provided  boxes  for  the  more  distinguished  spectators.  Though  the  performance 
at  these  playhouses  was  normally  in  the  afternoon,  it  could  be  given  at  night,  and 
artificial  lighting  was  quite  common.  From  1576  to  1642  there  was  nearly  always  at 
least  one  private  theater  running  in  London. 
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ern  theater  were  in  the  stage.  The  Elizabethan  stage  was  divided 
into  three  parts.  The  largest  and  most  important  part,  the  one  upon 
which  most  of  the  action  took  place,  was  a  low  platform  jutting 
right  out  into  the  middle  of  the  crowd  in  the  pit.  Shaped  like  a 
truncated  triangle  (or,  in  some  theaters,  like  a  rectangle),  it  was 
raised  two  or  three  feet  above  the  ground  and,  in  most  theaters, 
seems  to  have  had  a  low  railing  about  the  outer  edge.  (See  the 
diagram  on  p.  47.)  This  part  of  the  stage  was  called  the  outer 
stage  or  the  platform.  It  was  always  in  full  view  of  the  audience 
since  there  was  no  kind  of  curtain  to  shut  it  off  at  any  time. 

Behind  this  platform  were  the  two  other  parts  of  the  stage,  con- 
tinuations of  the  galleries.  The  people  sat  in  all  sections  of  these 
galleries  except  the  section  behind  the  outer  stage.  Thus  if  the 
theater  were  octagonal,  the  people  who  had  paid  for  reserved  seats 
sat  in  the  galleries  on  seven  sides,  but  the  galleries  on  the  eighth 
side,  the  side  behind  the  platform,  were  adapted  for  use  as  parts 
of  the  stage.  The  lowest  of  these,  the  one  whose  floor  was  level 
with  that  of  the  outer  stage,  was  called  the  inner  stage.  It  did  not 
occupy  the  full  width  of  the  platform  but  was  really  a  small  room 
behind  the  central  part  of  the  outer  stage  and  open  to  the  audience 
on  one  side.  This  inner  stage,  unlike  the  outer  stage,  had  a  curtain 
by  which  it  could  be  shut  off  from  the  view  of  the  audience.  It  was 
frequently  used  for  small  scenes,  like  studies  or  bedrooms,  and  set 
with  properties — beds,  chairs,  tables,  books,  etc.  These  properties 
were  set  in  place  while  the  curtains  shut  oil  the  view  of  the  audi- 
ence, and  generally  while  some  scene  was  being  acted  on  the  outer 
stage.  When  the  Elizabethan  dramatist  wanted  the  curtains  of  this 
inner  stage  pulled  back  to  disclose  the  scene  within,  he  wrote  in 
his  stage  directions,  "Discovered." 

Thus  in  Dr.  Faustus  Marlowe  has  conceived  his  play  with  the 
devices  of  the  Elizabethan  theater  in  his  mind.  He  has  planned 
for  the  chorus  to  appear  on  the  outer  stage,  perhaps  just  in  front 
of  the  inner  stage  curtains  where  its  last  line  could  be  delivered 
most  effectively.  But  Faustus  himself  will  be  more  effective  if  he 
appears  first  in  his  study,  probably  surrounded  by  his  books  and 
his  chemical  apparatus,  and  pretty  surely  dressed  in  his  black  doc- 
tor's gown.  Thus  the  audience  will  get  its  first  impression  of  him 
as  a  scholar. 

With  something  like  this  in  his  mind,  Marlowe  wrote  the  last 
line  of  the  chorus,  "And  this  the  man  that  in  his  study  sits,"  and 
then  the  stage  direction,  "faustus  discovered  in  his  study."  It  was 
a  familiar  direction  to  the  Elizabethan  stage  manager,  but  if  it  is 
read  with  no  thought  of  the  characteristics  of  the  Elizabethan  thea- 
ter, it  is  sure  to  be  confusing. 
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The  third  part  was  the  upper  stage.  It  was  immediately  above 
the  inner  stage,  a  continuation  of  the  second  gallery  which  ran  be- 
hind the  platform.  The  upper  stage  was  about  the  same  size  as  the 
inner,  and  like  the  inner  stage  it  had  a  curtain  by  which  it  could 
be  shut  off  from  the  view  of  the  audience.  Across  the  front  there 
was  a  low  railing,  like  the  one  about  the  platform.  This  upper  stage 
was  used  when  the  action  of  the  play  demanded  that  some  one  ap- 
pear in  a  high  place — an  upper  room,  or  the  wall  of  a  city,  or  a 
hill,  or  the  rigging  of  a  ship.  It  is  generally  indicated  in  the  stage 
directions  by  "above."  Thus  in  the  fourth  act  of  Antony  and  Cleo- 
patra when  Shakespeare  wishes  to  indicate  that  Cleopatra  and  her 
attendants  who  appear  on  the  top  of  a  monument  are  to  use  the 
upper  stage,  he  writes  the  stage  direction,  "Enter,  above,  cleopatra, 

CHARMIAN,  and  IRAS." 

All  three  parts  of  this  stage  were  well  supplied  with  trapdoors, 
since  sudden  disappearances  and  apparitions  which  rose  through 
the  ground  were  very  common  in  Elizabethan  plays.  Descending 
gods  and  angels  and  flying  creatures  of  various  sorts  were  also 
common.  These  were  managed  from  a  room  which  overhung  the 
outer  stage  at  the  level  of  the  third  balcony.  This  room  was  built 
up  higher  than  any  other  part  of  the  theater  and  was  called  the 
hut.  It  was  necessary  to  the  presentation  of  plays,  but  it  was  not 
a  part  of  the  stage  proper. 

The  three  essential  parts  of  an  Elizabethan  stage,  then,  were  the 
outer  stage,  the  inner  stage,  and  the  upper  stage.  In  a  ground  plan 
the  theater  would  look  something  like  the  diagram  on  p.  47. 

Obviously  a  stage  so  different  from  ours  gave  the  dramatist  and 
the  producer  advantages  and  disadvantages  unlike  those  of  modern 
times.  A  little  study  will  show  what  some  of  them  were.  Perhaps 
the  most  obvious  advantage  (Isjflexibility^No  modern  theater  can 
»,,^^  stage  a  play  with  a  large  number  of  scenes  as  easily  as  the  average 
Elizabethan  theater  could.  Any  playhouse  in  Shakespeare's  London 
could  produce  the  forty-two  scenes  of  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  but 
it  is  out  of  the  question  for  most  theaters  to-day.  Of  course  the 
Elizabethans  had  a  great  advantage  in  that  they  used  no  scenery. 
This  increased  greatly  the  speed  of  their  productions  and  the  flexi- 
bility of  their  stage.  To  a  modern  theater-goer,  accustomed  to  the 
conventions  of  scenery,  an  unset  stage  seems  crude,  but  a  little 
thought  will  show  that  the  creation  of  scenery  by  the  imagination 
of  the  audience  is  just  another  convention,  like  many  similar  ones 
which  we  accept  as  a  matter  of  course.  Most  of  the  world's  great- 
^___^est  plays  have  been  written  for  stages  which  had  no  elaborate 
scenery. 

Another  advantage  of  the  Elizabethan  stage  is  not  quite  so 
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obvious.  The  platform  stage,  as  contrasted  with  the  modern  picture- 
frame  stage  set  back  behind  a  proscenium  arch,  gave  the  actor  a 
much  closer  contact  with  his  audience.  Thus,  not  only  could  the 
actor  get  his  eflfects  more  surely  and  more  rapidly,  but  the  drama- 
tist could  also  rely  on  a  greater  sense  of  intimacy  between  his  char- 
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Reprinted  by  permission  from  Isidore  J.  Semper,  A  Sha\spere  Study 
Guide  (New  York:  The  Century  Co.,  1931). 

acters  and  the  audience  than  the  modern  playwright  can.  He  had 
a  little  of  the  advantage  of  the  novelist  who  can  address  to  his 
reader  an  exposition  of  the  motives  of  his  characters. 

Perhaps  this  advantage  of  actor-audience  intimacy  which  the 
Elizabethan  stage  afforded  is  not  made  quite  clear  by  the  diagram. 
Note  that  the  Elizabethan  actor  on  the  outer  stage  (where  most 
of  the  action  took  place)  was  out  in  the  midst  of  his  audience.  If 
he  stood  at  the  edge  of  the  stage  he  could  reach  out  and  touch  some 
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of  them.  The  modern  actor  is  separated  from  the  closest  member 
of  his  audience  by  footlights  and  orchestra  pit.  He  could  not  pos- 
sibly touch  any  spectator.  Instead  of  talking  to  the  people  all  about 
him,  the  modern  actor  must  throw  his  voice  out  through  the  pro- 
scenium archway  and  into  the  audience.  If  you  want  to  see  what  sort 
of  a  difference  this  makes,  try  telling  a  story  to  a  group  of  a  dozen 
or  more  people  in  the  manner  of  a  modern  actor  and  then  in  the 
manner  of  an  Elizabethan  actor.  When  you  tell  it  like  a  modern 
actor,  you  must  go  out  of  the  room  in  which  your  audience  is  sit- 
ting and  stand  five  or  ten  feet  on  the  other  side  of  an  open  door. 
Now  tell  the  story  through  the  door.  You  must  speak  very  dis- 
tinctly and  not  too  rapidly,  so  that  your  words  will  carry.  You 
must  be  careful  to  face  your  audience  as  much  as  possible  and  to 
direct  your  voice  always  toward  the  open  door,  your  proscenium 
arch.  This  is  the  way  the  modern  actor  must  present  himself. 

Now,  stand  in  the  midst  of  your  audience  and  tell  your  story 
again.  Turn  whichever  way  you  like,  speak  more  rapidly  and 
more  naturally;  you  can  even  interpolate  occasional  side  remarks. 
This  is  the  way  the  Elizabethan  actor  performed.  And  every  Eliza- 
bethan dramatist  knew  that  he  could  rely  upon  the  intimacy  with 
the  audience  which  naturally  followed.  In  a  hilarious  scene  where 
a  youth — whom  the  audience  knew  to  be  a  girl  in  disguise — was 
about  to  be  forced  to  fight  a  duel,  the  dramatist  could  direct  the 
terrified  girl  to  turn  to  some  person  standing  in  the  pit  and  say, 
aside,  "Pray  God  defend  me!  A  little  thing  would  make  me  tell 
them  how  much  I  lack  of  a  man."  Of  course  the  man  spoken  to 
would  laugh,  and  those  standing  about  him  would  laugh,  and 
probably  most  of  the  rest  of  the  audience  as  well.  This  is  just  what 
Shakespeare  did  in  the  fifth  scene  of  the  third  act  of  Twelfth 
Night. 

In  our  modern  theater,  to  deliver  an  aside  the  actor  must  strain 
his  voice  in  a  "stage  whisper"  which  will  carry  out  across  the  foot- 
lights, over  the  orchestra  pit,  and  into  the  midst  of  the  crowd  in 
the  darkness  beyond.  Of  course  it  is  absurd,  and  so  we  say  that  all 
asides  are  absurd,  forgetting  that  Shakespeare  wrote  his  for  a  thea- 
ter in  which  they  could  be  easily  delivered  and  in  which  they 
served  to  make  the  audience  feel  that  they  were  being  let  in  on 
the  joke. 

There  were  other  conventions  of  Elizabethan  play  production, 
not  quite  so  closely  connected  with  the  physical  characteristics  of 
the  stage,  but  equally  a  part  of  the  regular  procedure  in  the  play- 
houses and  equally  confusing  to  the  reader  who  thinks  of  all  plays 
as  scripts  for  the  modern  theater. 

One  of  these  conventions  was  the  use  of  boy  actors  in  the  parts 
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of  women  and  girls.  The  Elizabethan  stage  had  no  actresses.  This 
seems  a  more  serious  difficulty  than  in  Greek  and  medieval  plays, 
because,  unlike  the  earlier  dramatists,  the  Elizabethans  often  created 
very  feminine  characters,  but  it  was  not  the  difficulty  we  are  likely 
to  think.  Boys  in  women's  parts  suggest  to  us  college  boys  playing 
female  parts  in  musical  shows.  We  can  be  perfectly  sure  that  the 
parts  of  Juliet  and  Rosalind  and  Cleopatra  and  Viola  would  never 
have  been  written  had  Elizabethan  boy  actors  been  anything  like 
this. 

First  of  all,  these  boys  had  years  of  thorough  training.  The  Eliza- 
bethan acting  company  was  a  repertory  company,  a  permanent 
organization  in  which  the  same  actors  appeared  together  year  after 
year.  This  meant  that  they  could  develop  a  perfection  of  ensemble, 
a  highly  effective  team  work,  which  is  seldom  seen  on  the  American 
stage.  Such  permanent  organizations  as  these  repertory  companies 
could  be  very  exacting  in  training  their  actors.  Boys  of  only  seven 
or  eight  were  often  apprenticed  to  a  member  of  one  of  these  com- 
panies, and  this  apprenticeship  meant  that  the  boy  was  entirely 
under  the  control  of  the  actor  to  whom  he  was  bound.  The  actor 
practically  adopted  him;  the  boy  left  his  own  parents  and  lived  and 
worTced  with  the  actors. 

Suppose  a  bright,  good-looking  boy,  with  a  good  singing  voice 
(the  actors  were  always  hunting  handsome  boys  with  good  voices) 
had  been  apprenticed  at  the  age  of  eight  to  a  very  successful  actor. 
For  five  years  he  lived  with  that  actor,  heard  stage  talk  at  all  hours 
of  the  day  and  night,  attended  hundreds  of  rehearsals,  saw  plays 
nearly  every  afternoon,  and  had  small  parts  himself,  holding  trains, 
running  errands,  shouting  in  a  crowd.  At  odd  moments  he  studied 
carefully  the  technique  of  the  actors  in  his  company  whom  he  saw 
day  after  day;  he  learned  the  parts  of  some  successful  older  boy; 
he  tried  to  mimic  women  on  every  possible  occasion.  Is  it  any  won- 
der that  when  he  was  thirteen  this  boy  was  able  to  play  a  woman's 
part  almost  as  well  as  an  actress.''  There  are  several  Elizabethan 
stories  of  the  skill  of  these  boys.  One  of  them,  a  very  famous  boy 
in  Shakespeare's  company,  was  once  taken,  dressed  as  a  woman, 
to  a  London  gossip  session.  He  was  quite  the  hit  of  the  party,  and 
at  the  end  of  the  afternoon  only  the  woman  who  had  introduced 
him  knew  that  he  was  really  a  boy  and  not  a  lawyer's  wife,  as  he 
pretended. 

This  EHzabethan  custom  of  putting  boys  in  women's  parts  made 
effective  certain  dramatic  situations  which  cannot  be  plausibly  pre- 
sented on  our  stage.  The  most  common,  of  course,  was  the  dis- 
guise of  a  girl  as  a  boy.  How  simple  it  was  for  Shakespeare  to  have 
Viola  or  Rosalind  who  was  really  a  boy  acting  a  girl's  part — dis- 
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guise  herself  as  a  boy!  Such  a  confusing  disguise  was  convincing 
and  entertaining  for  an  Elizabethan  audience.  Even  a  modern 
audience  can  be  entertained  by  it,  though  it  is  very  rarely  that  a 
modern  actress  can  make  herself  a  really  convincing  boy.  The  mod- 
ern audience — or  more  often  the  modern  reader — forgetting  that 
Shakespeare  was  very  effectively  taking  advantage  of  a  convention 
of  his  own  stage,  is  apt  to  think  that  these  disguise  plots  are  silly 
when  staged. 

There  is  one  other  characteristic  of  Elizabethan  productions 
which  is  likely  to  confuse  the  modern  reader.  This  is  the  concep- 
tion of  location  or  place  which  is  somewhat  like  the  medieval  con- 
ception. The  Elizabethan  theater-goer  concentrated  on  the  charac- 
ters and  the  action  far  more  than  we  do.  Setting  meant  very  little. 
The  important  thing  was — "What  are  these  people  saying  and  do- 
ing?"— not  "Where  are  they  doing  it.?"  Not  only  was  there  no 
scenery  to  indicate  the  place,  but  often  the  place  was  of  no  im- 
portance. If  the  scene  was  a  hot  argument  growing  into  a  desperate 
fight  between  the  two  suitors  for  the  hand  of  the  heroine,  the  audi- 
ence did  not  care  whether  the  fight  occurred  in  the  heroine's  house, 
in  the  street,  or  in  a  field.  The  important  thing  was  the  fight.  Eliza- 
bethan playwrights  generally  gave  very  little  indication  of  the  place 
of  the  action;  often  they  paid  no  attention  to  it  at  all.  The  action 
took  place  on  the  outer  stage,  and  nobody  bothered  his  head  about 
what  particular  place  the  outer  stage  was  supposed  to  represent  at 
that  moment.  Modern  editors  often  write  in  their  guesses  as  to 
the  location  of  the  scene,  but  the  Elizabethan  editions  of  the  plays 
seldom  indicate  it. 

This  subordination  of  place  is  also  evident  in  the  scene  divisions 
of  an  Elizabethan  play.  We  think  of  a  scene  as  the  action  of  a  play 
between  two  lowerings  of  the  curtain.  On  Shakespeare's  stage,  one 
scene  succeeded  another  without  a  break.  There  was  no  intermis- 
sion in  the  action  except  between  acts,  and  not  always  even  then. 
Thus  an  Elizabthan  play  was  not  so  choppy  as  the  printed  page 
seems  to  indicate.  Most  of  the  audience  probably  did  not  know  and 
certainly  did  not  care  where  one  scene  ended  and  another  began. 

The  Elizabethan  Audience 

The  audience  in  this  Elizabethan  theater  had  certain  likes  and 
dislikes  which  had  a  great  deal  of  influence  on  the  plays  the  drama- 
tists wrote;  it  differed  sharply  from  the  theater  audiences  of  most 
other  times.  Certainly  one  of  its  most  striking  characteristics  was 
its  great  appetite  for  plays.  In  a  city  of  100,000  to  150,000  popula- 
tion, fourteen  theaters  were  built  in  this  period,  five  or  six  times 
rtf  manv  as  exist  in  most  modern  cities  of  this  size.  Often  as  many 
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as  six  different  theaters  were  competing,  and  under  the  repertory 
system,  presenting  eight  or  ten  times  as  many  plays  a  month  as 
the  average  modern  theater.  Such  a  full  program  could  be  sup- 
ported only  by  an  audience  which  included  a  very  large  proportion 
of  the  entire  population  of  the  city. 

No  other  audience,  with  the  possible  exception  of  the  Athenianp  " 
has  ever  been  so  representative  of  all  classes  of  society.  All  London 
was  to  be  found  in  Shakespeare's  theater — there  were  noblemen  and 
beggars,  court  ladies  and  prostitutes,  soldiers  and  poets,  city  ap- 
prentices who  stole  their  master's  time  to  go  to  see  the  play,  and 
courtiers  who  came  to  see  if  the  piece  might  be  suitable  for  per- 
formance before  Queen  Elizabeth  at  Windsor  Castle,  rich  city 
merchants  who  could  buy  up  several  theaters,  and  pickpockets  who 
came  to  find  the  price  of  the  next  meal.  All  of  them  came  to  the 
playhouses  and  all  of  them  expected  to  be  pleased  by  the  dramatist. 

Such  a  conglomerate  audience  meant  that  the  successful  dramayv^ 
tist  must  provide  a  variety  of  appeals  in  his  plays:  beautiful  poetry /^^ 
slapstick  comedy,  romantic  scenes,  heroic  characters,  punning  dia- 
logue, patriotic  spouting,  spectacular  events,  penetrating  character- 
ization. Because  he  had  to  please  all  sorts  of  people,  as  a  rule,  Eliza- 
bethan plays  offer  an  unusually  varied  appeal. 

But  there  were  some  demands  in  which  nearly  all  this  hetero- 
geneous audience  united.  They  were  always  interested  in  a  story 

so  that  the  play  which  succeeded  with  them  had  to  have  much  more^ 

narrative  interest  than  most  modern  plays.  This  interest,  coupled 
with  the  characteristics  of  the  stage  which  made  certain  types  of 
theatrical  endings  impossible,  is  the  reason  for  the  completion  of 
the  story,  which  people  so  often  think  undramatic,  at  the  end  of 
Elizabethan  tragedies.  Antony  and  Cleopatra  does  not  end  with 
the  death  of  Cleopatra,  as  a  modern  tragedy  would,  but  with  the 
speech  of  Caesar  giving  orders  for  her  burial  in  the  same  tomb  with 
Antony.  And  Romeo  and  ]uliet  continues  after  the  death  of  the 
lovers  until  the  audience  has  learned  of  the  reconciliation  of  the  two 
families. 

The  Elizabethan  audience  also  demanded  action.  The  modern  -^ — - 
type  of  play  in  which  people  simply  sit  about  and  talk  would  have 
been  driven  off  the  stage  of  the  Globe  or  the  Fortune,  driven  off  not 
by  falling  receipts  or  unkind  reviews  but  by  hisses  and  jeers  and 
flying  nut  shells  and  apple  cores.  The  stinkards  in  the  pit  were  not 
known  for  their  good  manners.  They  were  standing,  and  they  were 
not  inclined  to  tolerate  anything  that  bored  them;  the  oranges  and 
apples  regularly  sold  in  the  theaters  were  ready  to  hand,  and  there 
is  more  than  one  record  of  an  occasion  when  the  distaste  of  the 
crowd  in  the  pit  was  riotously  expressed  to  the  extreme  discomfort 
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of  the  actors.  So  the  Elizabethan  plays  regularly  provide  the  action 
which  the  audience  demanded.  The  tragedies  and  histories  espe- 
cially are  filled  with  the  violence  of  the  age,  with  battles  and  street 
fights,  with  murder  and  suicide,  and  even  with  torture  and  mutila- 
tion. 

Another  demand  of  the  audience,  or  at  least  of  that  part  of  the 
audience  which  stood  in  the  pit,  was  for  comic  scenes.  This  often 
presented  a  serious  difficulty  in  tragedy.  It  demanded  a  peculiar 
type  of  genius  which  could  give  the  groundlings  their  comic  scenes 
without  violating  the  tragic  tone  of  the  play.  Shakespeare  could  do 
it  with  the  old  nurse  in  Romeo  and  Juliet  or  the  grave-digger  in 
Hamlet  or  with  Charmian  and  the  clown  in  Antony  and  Cleo- 
patra, but  others  were  not  so  successful.  The  comic  scenes  in  Mar- 
lowe's Dr.  Faustus  are  serious  blemishes  in  the  play,  though  they 
no  doubt  pleased  the  groundlings. 

The  Elizabethan  audience  was  very  fond  of  color  and  display. 
This  delight  in  brilliance  was  manifested  outside  the  theater  as 
well  as  inside.  Their  clothes  were  gorgeous  and  costly,  generally 
more  costly  than  they  could  afford.  Men  frequently  bankrupted 
themselves  to  dress  well,  or  as  one  playwright  says,  "put  their 
acres  on  their  backs."  Both  men's  and  women's  clothes  were  elabo- 
rately embroidered  and  brocaded,  and  those  of  the  courtiers  were 
often  sewn  with  jewels.  Color  was  as  common  in  men's  dress  as 
in  women's,  and  it  was  not  unusual  to  see  a  gallant  dressed  in 
crimson  and  gold  and  silver  and  green.  This  taste  for  color  was 
-— '^  reflected  on  the  stage.  The  costumes  for  an  Elizabethan  play  were 
more  of  the  sort  that  we  associate  with  opera  and  revue  than  with 
comedy  and  tragedy.  Some  of  the  theatrical  records  of  the  time 
show  that  the  producer  paid  the  tailor  more  for  the  hero's  costume 
than  he  paid  the  dramatist  for  the  play. 

The  plays  themselves  regularly  tried  to  satisfy  the  taste  of  the 
audience  for  display.  Masques  and  balls  and  gorgeous  state  cere- 
monials were  repeatedly  introduced.  We  can  be  sure  chat  the  en- 
trance of  the  cardinals  and  the  bishops,  the  archbishops  and  the 
pope  in  Dr.  Faustus  was  a  grand  procession  of  brilliant  robes  and 
gold  and  silver  ornaments,  and  that  when  Cleopatra  came  upon 
the  stage  with  her  attendants  in  the  first  scene  of  Antony  and  Cleo- 
patra, the  audience  was  dazzled  with  all  the  resplendent  costumes 
which  the  theater  could  afford. 

All  these  characteristics  of  the  typical  Elizabethan  audience  are 
.j-.j'*S£j  responsible  for  differences  between  the  theatrical  fare  of  their  time 
and  of  ours.  The  great  Elizabethan  drama  cannot  be  fully  appre- 
ciated or  even  understood  without  some  consideration  of  these  dif- 
ferences in  the  reading  of  the  plays. 
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D.  NEO-CLASSICAL  TRAGEDY 

The  greatest  period  in  French  dramatic  history  falls  in  the  second 
and  third  quarters  of  the  seventeenth  century,  when  the  tragedies 
of  Corneille  and  Racine  and  the  comedies  of  Moliere  were  first  pre- 
sented. This  period  immediately  follows  the  Elizabethan  era  in 
England,  but  the  French  drama  by  no  means  derives  from  the 
English.  In  fact  the  differences  between  the  greatest  dramatic 
achievements  of  France  and  of  England  are  so  fundamental  that 
one  familiar  with  the  English  tradition  has  no  little  difficulty  in 
appreciating  the  most  celebrated  manifestations  of  French  dramatic 
genius.  These  differences  between  Elizabethan  tragedy  and  French 
neo-classic  tragedy  are  due  in  part  to  the  dissimilarities  in  the  times 
which  produced  these  two  notable  dramatic  outbursts. 

The  Times 

French  neo-classicism  flowered  in  the  reign  of  Louis  XIV,  the 
Roi-Soleil.  The  absolutism  of  the  government  of  Louis  is  a  politi- 
cal counterpart  of  the  rigidity  of  neo-classicism.  Louis  had  ascended 
the  throne  as  a  child,  and  France  had  been  made  the  most  powerful 
nation  in  Europe  before  he  attained  his  majority.  His  long  and 
brilliant  reign  was  largely  spent  in  an  attempt  to  consolidate  the 
power  of  France  and  to  organize  and  refine  the  manifestations  of 
French  genius.  The  king  himself  was  the  center  not  only  of  French 
political  existence  but  of  artistic  and  literary  life  as  well. 

For  many  people  the  symbol  of  the  grandeur,  extravagance,  and 
formality  of  the  reign  of  Louis  XIV  is  Versailles.  Here  the  kmg 
created  a  magnificent  center  for  the  life  of  the  French  court,  the 
apex  of  the  social,  political,  and  artistic  life  of  the  kingdom.  It  was 
planned  and  decorated  by  the  greatest  French  artists,  it  was  the 
gathering  place  of  the  most  brilliant  French  society,  and  its  enter- 
tainment was  frequently  provided  by  the  greatest  French  dramatist, 
Moliere. 

This  aristocratic  character  of  the  life  of  the  time  is  one  of  its 
most  essential  features.  The  critics  thought  of  literature  and  drama 
not  as  expressions  of  the  life  of  the  whole  nation,  but  as  "the  delecta- 
tion of  refined  and  educated  people,"  and  such  people  were,  of 
course,  generally  connected  with  the  court  of  Louis. 

It  would  be  a  mistake,  however,  to  think  of  the  drama  of  seven- 
teenth-century France  as  exclusively  aristocratic,  significant  though 
this  element  was.  The  life  of  Paris  was  as  important  to  it  as  the 
life  of  the  court.  The  Hterature  of  this  period  has  a  distinctly  urban 
character.  Good  sense  and  sophistication  are  as  conspicuous  in  it 
as  the  more  courtly  form  and  polish  and,  however  deeply  the  drama- 
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tists  were  aiTected  by  the  standards  of  the  court,  their  plays  wers 
produced  more  often  before  a  Parisian  audience  than  before  a 
courtly  one. 

The  Theater 

The  typical  Parisian  theater  in  the  reign  of  Louis  XIV  derived 
from  an  indoor  tennis  court,  just  as  the  typical  Elizabethan  public 
theater  derived  from  an  inn  yard.  Indeed,  certain  Parisian  and  many 
provincial  theaters  were  simply  remodeled  tennis  courts.  Such  a 
court,  perhaps  lOO  by  40  feet,  was  adapted  for  dramatic  performances 
by  the  erection  of  a  shallow  stage  at  one  end.  Along  either  side 
of  these  tennis  courts  ran  galleries  for  the  spectators  which  were 
used  for  the  same  purpose  when  the  hall  was  converted  into  a 
temporary  theater.  Other  spectators  stood  on  the  floor  of  the  court 
itself.  As  in  Shakespeare's  playhouse,  it  was  usual  for  young  gal- 
lants to  be  seated  on  the  stage  much  to  the  hindrance  of  the  actors. 
Little  if  any  scenery  was  used  in  these  temporary  theaters;  often 
there  were  only  simple  hangings  about  the  stage  in  the  manner  of 
many  modern  amateur  performances  on  improvised  stages.  Such 
tennis  court  theaters  were  lighted  by  candles  about  the  stage  and 
sometimes  in  a  chandelier  suspended  above  it. 

Such  remodeled  theaters  were  not,  of  course,  the  equal  of  the 
more  famous  playhouses,  like  the  Petit  Bourbon  Theatre  and  the 
Palais  Royal.  These  two  theaters,  both  royal  property,  were,  of 
course,  much  more  splendid  than  the  old  tennis  courts,  but  they 
differed  in  stage  facilities  and  in  the  permanence  of  their  arrange- 
ments rather  than  in  fundamental  plan.  The  Palais  Royal,  the 
theater  with  which  Moliere  was  associated  for  the  longest  period 
and  for  which  most  of  his  great  plays  were  written,  was  the  finest 
in  Paris.  It  had  been  built  at  great  expense  by  Cardinal  Richelieu 
in  1640  for  private  performances  and  later  bequeathed  to  Louis  XIV. 

The  Palais  Royal  was  some  100  by  50  feet  in  size.  Along  each  side 
were  two  galleries,  one  above  the  other,  divided  into  boxes  and 
generally  occupied  by  ladies  and  their  escorts.  The  main  floor  was 
divided  into  two  parts.  The  front  half,  next  the  stage,  had  no  seats 
and  was  called  the  parterre.  The  300-odd  spectators  who  could  be 
accommodated  in  this  part  of  the  theater,  which  corresponded  to 
the  pit  in  an  Elizabethan  playhouse,  stood  throughout  the  per- 
formance and  consequently  were  inclined  to  be  noisy  and  rest- 
less. Admission  to  the  parterre  was  less  than  to  any  other  part  of 
the  house. 

Behind  the  parterre,  the  rear  half  of  the  main  floor  rose  in  steps, 
so  that  the  stage  would  be  visible  over  the  heads  of  those  standing 
in  front.  These  steps  were  fitted  with  benches  which  ran  from  wall 
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to  wall  in  straight  lines,  not  in  arcs  as  in  most  modern  theaters. 
Since  the  spectators  on  these  benches  behind  the  parterre  sat  at 
some  distance  from  the  stage,  and  since  Racine's  theater,  unlike 
Shakespeare's,  was  always  dependent  upon  artificial  lighting,  it 
was  none  too  easy  for  them  to  see  the  details  of  the  action  which 
took  place  on  the  stage.  Certainly  facial  expression  could  have  been 
none  too  clear,  for  this  theater  was  hghted  by  candles  in  chandeliers 
over  the  stage,  and  there  seems  to  have  been  little  attempt  to  direct 
the  light  onto  the  faces  of  the  actors  and  to  keep  it  out  of  the  eyes 
of  the  spectators. 

The  stage  of  this  theater  was  modern  in  its  essentials;  that  is, 
it  was  built  behind  a  proscenium  arch  and  shut  off  from  the  view 
of  the  audience  whenever  the  actors  wished  by  a  curtain,  and  it 
was  fitted  with  scenery  which  indicated  the  location  of  the  scenes 
to  the  audience  and  incidentally,  limited  the  dramatist  in  the  num- 
ber of  scenes  he  could  use.  Scenery  was  of  the  wings  and  drop 
type.-^^  In  the  plays  of  the  time,  it  generally  depicted  either  an  open 
square  with  houses  on  two  sides  which  could  be  used  as  the  homes 
of  various  characters  as  in  L'^cole  des  Femmes  and  L'icole  des 
Maris  of  Moliere;  or  a  single  interior  as  in  Racine's  Andromaque 
and  Britannicus,  and  Moliere's  Le  Misanthrope,  L'Avare,  and  Tar- 
tu§e;  or  the  fa9ade  of  a  palace  as  in  Racine's  Phedre.  Changes  of 
scene  were  few;  in  practically  all  neo-classic  tragedies  and  in  most  of 
the  comedies  only  one  set  was  used. 

The  fact  that  there  were  gallants  seated  on  the  stage  helps  to 
explain  certain  other  practices  at  the  Palais  Royal  and  other  Parisian 
theaters  of  the  time.  Scenes  never  ended  in  a  tableau,  as  so  many 
modern  scenes  do;  invariably  all  characters  walked  off  at  the  end 
of  the  act.  Heavy  properties  were  generally  limited  to  a  few  chairs, 
with  perhaps  a  table;  often  even  these  were  eliminated,  and  the 
characters  stood  during  their  conversations.  The  dramatist  gen- 
erally worked  his  action  down  stage  so  that  the  actors  were  nearer 
the  audience,  under  the  chandeliers,  and  comparatively  remote  from 
the  set.  Thus  the  scenery  in  a  neo-classic  play  was  not  of  great 
importance;  it  simply  indicated  the  place  and  had  little  relation  to 
the  actors. 

From  this  account,  the  Parisian  theater  of  the  reign  of  Louis  XIV 
may  seem  quite  different  from  modern  ones,  but  the  difference  is 
a  matter  of  details,  like  the  standing  audience  in  the  parterre  and 
the  gallants  on  the  stage.  In  its  essentials  this  theater  was  modern: 
it  was  an  indoor  theater  with  a  stage  behind  a  proscenium  arch, 
equipped  with  scenery  and  artificial  light.  More  than  once  the  im- 
portant fact  has  been  pointed  out  that  essentially  Shakespeare'f 

^^  See  p.  64  for  a  description  of  this  type  of  scencrr. 
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theater  was  a  medieval  one,  and  that  the  theater  of  Corneille  and 
Racine  and  MoHere  was  modern. 

The  Audience 

To  the  theater-goer  of  to-day,  the  audience  of  Corneille  and  Racine 
seems  an  unaccountable  contradiction,  for  it  was  both  more  intel- 
lectual and  more  rowdy  than  the  average  modern  audience.  The 
intellectual  element  in  the  audience  found  satisfaction  in  the  aus- 
terity and  lucidity,  the  subtle  analyses  of  problems  of  conduct  or 
of  emotional  states  of  the  neo-classical  drama,  and  in  the  social 
conception  of  comedy  held  by  Moliere.^^ 

The  rowdiness  of  the  audience  is  illustrated  by  numerous 
accounts  of  violent  disturbances  in  the  theaters.  It  was  not  uncom- 
mon for  noblemen  or  officers  to  force  themselves  in  past  the  door- 
keeper, sometimes  with  great  violence.  There  are  records  of  door- 
keepers being  beaten,  stabbed,  and  shot  at  in  the  performance  of 
their  duties.  On  the  occasion  of  one  of  the  performances  of  Moliere's 
L' Amour  medecin,  there  was  a  great  disturbance  in  which  a  num- 
ber of  pages  beat  the  spectators  and  finally  took  possession  of  the 
parterre.  Such  violence  as  this  was  by  no  means  a  daily  occurrence, 
but  it  is  a  clear  indication  that  the  audience  at  the  Palais  Royal 
could  scarcely  be  called  well-behaved. 

Probably  the  actors  really  suffered  more  from  the  fine  gentlemen 
on  the  stage  than  from  the  ruffians  in  the  parterre.  As  in  Shake- 
speare's theater,  gentry  of  this  sort  were  often  much  more  inter- 
ested in  a  display  of  their  fine  clothes  and  their  arrogant  manners 
than  in  the  subtleties  of  the  play.-^"^  Even  when  they  were  quiet 
and  orderly,  however,  they  were  a  handicap  to  the  performance; 
they  forced  the  actors  to  rely  almost  wholly  on  their  lines  to  create 
the  illusion  of  the  play,  and  they  seriously  restricted  the  action. 

These  two  groups  in  the  neo-classic  theater,  the  dandies  on  the 
stage  and  the  swaggerers  in  the  parterre,  were  simply  the  most  con- 
spicuous part  of  the  audience;  they  formed  only  a  small  minority 
of  the  spectators,  probably  not  more  than  one-fifth  at  most.  Cer- 
tainly it  was  the  other  four-fifths  whose  interests  and  tastes  most 

1^  For  a  fuller  discussion  of  this  conception  of  comedy,  see  below  Chapter  III, 
Section  E. 

1'^  Moliere  gives  an  amusing  account  of  the  conduct  of  one  of  these  empty-headed 
gentlemen  in  his  Les  Fdcheux.  This  gallant  strode  onto  the  stage  after  the  play  had 
begun,  sat  insolently  between  the  audience  and  the  actors,  shouted  orders  and  conversed 
in  a  loud  voice  during  the  dialogue,  and  finally  walked  across  the  stage  and  left  the 
theater  in  the  midst  of  the  performance.  It  is  amusing  to  note  how  much  this  account 
of  Moliere's  has  in  common  with  Thomas  Dekker's  account  of  a  similar  occurrence  on 
a  London  stage  some  fifty-odd  years  before.  Dekker's  account  may  be  found  in  his 
Cuts  Hornbook.. 
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concerned  Racine  and  Moliere,  for  any  practical  dramatist,  most 
of  all  a  manager-dramatist  like  Moliere,  is  perfectly  well  aware  that 
it  is  the  opinion  of  the  bulk  of  his  audience  which  determines  the 
fate  of  the  play,  not  the  whims  of  noisy  minorities. 

The  largest  group  in  this  theater  was  made  up  of  the  burghers 
of  Paris,  solid  middle-class  citizens  with  sufficient  interest  in  dra- 
matic entertainment  to  support  in  1661  six  different  companies,  each 
performing  three  or  four  afternoons  a  week.^^  It  was  this  section 
of  his  audience  upon  which  the  dramatist  had  chiefly  to  rely  for 
the  support  of  his  plays.  Their  taste  was  not  limited  to  any  one 
dramatic  form;  this  is  the  audience  which  first  witnessed  the  trage- 
dies of  Corneille  and  Racine,  the  great  comedies  of  Moliere,  and 
the  farces  of  the  Italian  comedians  and  of  Moliere's  own  company. 
If  the  plays  which  are  written  for  it  may  be  taken  as  the  measure 
of  an  audience,  then  the  finest  groups  of  spectators  in  the  history 
of  the  drama  have  been  the  Athenians  of  the  fifth  century  b.  c,  the 
Londoners  of  the  reigns  of  Elizabeth  and  James  I,  and  the  Parisians 
of  the  reign  of  Louis  XIV. 

The  Tragedies 

Neo-classical  tragedy  is  a  form  of  tragedy  that  resulted  from  the 
attempt  to  produce  plays  on  the  model  of  the  tragedies  of  ancient 
Greece  and  Rome  and  in  accordance  with  what  the  Renaissance  had 
come  to  regard  as  the  Aristotelian  "rules."  The  rules  of  the  neo- 
classicists  were,  however,  pseudo-Aristotelian  rather  than  Aristo- 
telian. The  most  controversial  of  these  rules  concerned  the  three 
unities  of  time,  place,  and  action.  Unity  of  action  is  treated  in  Aris- 
totle's Poetics  as  an  important  aesthetic  principle  of  tragedy.  Unity 
of  time,  that  is,  the  limitation  of  the  time  of  action  of  a  tragedy  to 
a  single  day,  is  mentioned  by  Aristotle  as  a  matter  of  common 
practice  rather  than  as  a  matter  of  principle.  Unity  of  place  is  not 
mentioned  at  all.  The  three  unities  of  neo-classicism,  then,  were 
based  not  on  the  text  of  the  Poetics  itself  but  on  Italian  and  French 
critical  interpretation  and  development  of  Aristotle.  In  sixteenth- 
century  France,  the  rules  came  to  have  greater  and  greater  prestige, 
without  influencing  the  popular  secular  drama  in  any  important 
respect.  In  seventeenth-century  France,  however,  not  only  did  the 
rules  tend  to  take  on  the  aspect  of  immutable  universal  laws  but 
at  the  height  of  the  neo-classical  movement,  the  drama  was  almost 
completely  subdued  to  the  form  and  mode  implied  in  the  rules. 

In  view  of  the  social,  religious,  and  aesthetic  differences  in  the 
ages  which  produced  Greek  and  neo-classical  tragedies,  it  is  in- 

1®  See  Karl  Mantzius,  History  of  Theatrical  Art  (London:  Duckworth  &  Company, 
1905),  IV,  170-171. 
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evitable  that  neo-classical  tragedy  should  differ  in  a  number  of 
respects  from  the  tragedies  of  ^schylus,  Sophocles,  and  Euripides. 
But  the  similarities  were  even  more  important.  In  both  types  of 
tragedy,  the  subject  was  likely  to  be  historical  or  legendary,  and 
the  important  characters  concerned  were  almost  exclusively  persons 
of  royal  or  noble  birth.  The  sequence  of  painful  or  disastrous  events 
in  which  the  noble  persons  were  involved  ended  usually  in  disaster, 
although  occasionally,  as  in  Euripides'  Iphigenia  in  Tauris  and 
Corneille's  The  Cid,  happy  endings  were  permitted.  Both  types  of 
tragedy  display  a  very  considerable  simplification  and  abstraction 
in  the  treatment  of  character,  with  Corneille's  practice  closer  to  the 
typical  characterization  of  Sophocles,  and  Racine's  closer  to  the 
more  individual  characterization  of  Euripides.  In  both  types  of 
tragedy  the  element  of  idealization  is  all-important;  mundane  and 
realistic  details  are  steadily  suppressed,  and  the  characters  live, 
move,  and  have  their  being  in  a  world  free  from  economic  and 
physiological  complexities. 

But  the  differences  between  classical  and  neo-classical  tragedy  are 
really  more  interesting  than  their  inevitable  resemblances.  On  the 
whole,  as  we  have  indicated,  neo-classical  tragedy  is  a  stricter  and 
more  rigid  form  than  classical  tragedy  because  of  its  subservience 
to  the  doctrines  of  the  three  unities. ^^  Neo-classical  tragedy,  besides, 
is  more  unified  in  tone  than  classical  tragedy,  since  the  former 
rigorously  excludes  personages  from  humble  life,  touches  of  humor, 
or  lyrical  alleviations  of  the  unrelentingly  heroic  tone.  This  unity 
of  tone  is  intensified  by  the  severely  unified  style  of  neo-classical 
tragedy.  The  metrical  complexity  of  ancient  tragedy  permitted  a 
range  of  poetic  effects  that  neo-classical  tragedy  denied  itself  in 
its  constant  use  of  the  rimed  Alexandrine.^^ 

The  diction  and  imagery  of  neo-classical  tragedy  are  infinitely 
more  limited  and  selective  than  the  diction  and  imagery  of  classical 
tragedy.  This  limited  vocabulary  and  this  fastidious  elimination  of 
inappropriate  metaphors  and  similes  were  the  results  of  that  passion 
for  decorum  that  was  so  integral  an  element  of  neo-classical  thought 
and  art.  It  should  also  be  said  that  the  process  of  abstraction  and 
idealization  common  to  both  forms  of  tragedy  probably  advanced 
further  in  the  later  form  than  in  any  other  type  of  tragedy  pro- 
duced in  the  western  world.  The  manners  and  the  preoccupations 

19  Professor  George  Sherburn  has  said  that  the  French  can  endure  their  classical 
tragedies  only  because  they  are  acted  romantically.  One  encounter  with  the  curiouf 
but  highly  traditional  thespian  phenomena  of  the  Theatre  Franjais  is  suflScient  ttt 
convince  one  of  the  truth  of  his  observation. 

20  Like  the  English  practitioners  of  the  rimed  couplet,  the  French  tragic  writers 
contrived  to  play  a  considerable  variety  of  tunes  on  the  Alexandrine,  but  even  at  its 
best,  it  remains  a  more  restrictive  instrument  than  the  English  iambic  pentameter. 
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of  the  characters  are  even  more  super-mundane  than  those  of  the 
heroes  and  heroines  of  classical  tragedy. 

The  omnipresent  confidants  of  neo-classical  tragedy  developed  as 
a  result  of  the  strict  adherence  to  the  unities,  the  consequent  mini- 
mization of  the  action  represented  on  the  stage,  and  the  almost 
complete  elimination  of  the  chorus  of  classical  tragedy.  The  con- 
fidant is  usually  a  colorless  and  unopinionated  parasite  attached  to 
each  of  the  major  persons  of  the  drama,  in  order  to  supply  the 
necessary  auditor  for  the  revelation  of  the  past  and  the  soul-agonies 
of  the  present. 

The  Dramatists 

Neo-classical  tragedy  developed  to  its  final  and  perfect  form  only 
after  a  prolonged  struggle  with  the  relatively  formless  and  undif- 
ferentiated types  of  popular  drama,  which  in  early  seventeenth- 
century  France  took  the  forms  of  tragedy,  tragicomedy,  melodrama, 
and  pastoral  drama.  The  career  of  Pierre  Corneille  (1606-84)  ^' 
lustrates  the  gradually  increasing  domination  of  a  somewhat  re- 
calcitrant personality  by  neo-classical  doctrine.^ ^  Corneille's  first 
sensationally  successful  play.  The  Cid,  so  affronted  the  neo-classical 
party  under  the  dominance  of  Cardinal  Richelieu  that  the  play  was 
submitted  for  judgment  to  the  newly  formed  French  Academy. 
Despite  some  qualifications,  the  play  was  condemned  for  a  number 
of  serious  violations  of  the  classical  proprieties.  From  this  experience, 
Corneille  learned  his  lesson,  and  in  most  of  his  plays  written  there- 
after took  greater  pains  to  make  his  practice  coincide  with  the  ac- 
cepted aesthetic  dramatic  code.  But  his  conscience  was  uneasy,  and 
he  repeatedly  attempted,  in  critical  appendices  to  his  published 
plays,  to  defend  himself  from  the  charge  of  violating  neo-classical 
principles.  Corneille's  was  really  a  romantic  spirit  struggling  to  pour 
itself  into  the  rigid  neo-classical  mould.  His  enthusiasm  for  the  sen- 
sational and  the  supernatural  marks  him  as  romantic  rather  than 
as  austerely  classical.  But  his  tragedies  are  among  the  glories  of 
neo-classicism.  They  draw  their  heroic  power  from  his  treatment 
of  character  in  terms  of  basic  and  dominating  passion,  his  concep- 
tion of  drama  as  a  conflict  between  opposed  elements  in  a  single 
character  or  between  personalities  holding  opposing  views,  and  his 
apotheosis  of  the  human  will. 

It  was  Jean  Racine  (1639-1699)  whose  more  feminine  spirit  found 
the  neo-classical  formula  a  perfect  stimulus  for  his  particular  powers, 
Racine's  forte  was  the  analysis  of  emotion — especially  of  ama- 
tory emotion,  and  consequently  the  minimization  of  action  and 

21  Corneille's  major  plays  are  The  Cid  (1635),  Horace  (1639),  Cinna  (1640), 
Polyeucte  (1643),  and  Rodogune  (1644). 


6o  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

the  limitations  of  time  and  space  bore  less  heavily  on  him  than 
upon  Corneille,  Racine's  plays  usually  resolve  themselves  into  a 
passionate  analysis  of  the  emotions  of  characters  involved  in  a  com- 
plex situation  the  denouement  of  which  is  undecided  but  immi- 
nent.-^ Racine's  characters,  especially  his  women  characters,  are 
more  roundly  and  complexly  drawn  than  Corneille's.  They  are  not 
semi-heroic  figures  like  the  heroines  of  -^schylus  or  Sophocles,  but 
seventeenth-century  grandes  dames  with  all  the  elegancies  of  speech 
and  feeling  of  the  most  elegant  of  courts.  His  use  of  the  rimed 
Alexandrine  is  subtle,  but  restrained.  It  has  the  complex  and  Vir- 
gilian  beauty  of  the  grand  style  at  its  best. 

E.  RESTORATION  TRAGEDY 

After  eighteen  years  of  "blue  laws"  in  England,  theatrical  pro- 
duction began  again  when  the  exiled  King  Charles  II  returned  to 
his  throne  in  1660.  Since  the  closing  of  the  theaters  by  the  Puritans 
in  1642,  there  had  been  only  surreptitious,  semi-private  performances 
of  plays;  some  of  the  Elizabethan  playhouses  had  been  destroyed, 
others  partially  dismantled;  all  the  old  dramatic  companies  had  been 
broken  up  and  many  of  the  actors  had  died;  all  but  one  or  two  of 
the  Elizabethan  dramatists  were  gone.  The  taste  and  make-up  of 
the  audience  had  also  been  changed  by  these  years  of  Civil  War 
and  Puritan  rule.  As  a  consequence  the  drama  of  the  Restoration 
(the  period  from  1660  to  1700)  is  quite  distinct  from  that  which 
precedes  it.  New  dramatists  write  for  a  new  method  of  production 
in  a  new  theater,  and,  most  important  of  all,  they  write  for  a  new 
type  of  audience. 

The  Audience 

The  audience  for  which  the  plays  of  the  Restoration  were  written 
was  strikingly  different  from  Shakespeare's.  His  theater  was  filled 
with  people  of  every  class  in  London,  from  noblemen  to  pick- 
pockets; the  Restoration  theaters  were  run  for  one  class  only,  and 
they  were  seldom  filled  anyhow.  During  a  large  part  of  the  Eliza- 
bethan period,  six  different  theaters  were  competing  with  each 
other  to  satisfy  the  Londoner's  demand  for  plays.  In  the  Restora- 
tion, though  London  had  more  than  doubled  its  population  since 
Shakespeare's  day,  it  could  scarcely  support  two  theaters;  when 
one  was  full,  the  other  was  almost  sure  to  be  empty.  For  a  dozen 
years,  indeed,  only  one  theater  was  running  in  the  whole  city.  This 
surprising  difference  is  due  largely  to  the  character  of  the  audience 

22  Racine's  major  plays  are  Andromaque  (1667),  Britannicus  (1669),  Iphigenie 
(1674),  and  Phedre  (1677) 
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and  the  character  of  the  plays  which  were  written  to  be  presented 
in  the  Restoration  theater. 

When  Charles  II  returned  to  ascend  his  father's  throne  in  1660, 
most  Londoners  were  thoroughly  tired  of  Puritan  rule  and  eager  for 
the  restoration  of  the  monarchy.  Not  all  the  old  inhibitions,  how- 
ever, had  been  forgotten,  and  many  a  London  merchant  who 
cheered  the  return  of  the  King  still  thought  that  playhouses  were 
dens  of  vice.  Perhaps  this  great  middle-class  audience  might  have 
been  won  over,  had  the  Restoration  theater  managers  tried  to  be 
conciliatory,  but  they  were  precisely  the  opposite.  From  the  very 
first,  the  old  Puritans  and  the  middle  classes  were  satirized  and 
jeered  at;  the  plays  derided  or  ignored  the  favorite  middle-class 
virtues  and  dwelt  long  and  lovingly  on  the  vices  the  Puritans  most 
abhorred.  Restoration  plays  were  written  for  and  about  courtiers, 
and  soon  the  fashionable  wits  and  their  parasites,  male  and  female, 
were  the  only  people  to  be  found  in  the  audience. 

This  courtly  audience  was  interested  in  seeing  itself  on  the  stage, 
sympathetically  treated,  of  course,  and  in  seeing  presentations  of 
virtue  and  honor  so  exalted,  so  wholly  removed  from  anything  pos- 
sible of  human  attainment,  that  no  conceivable  reflection  on  its  own 
shortcomings  could  be  implied.  Thus  the  most  characteristic  prod- 
ucts of  the  Restoration  theater  are  all-too-human  comedies  and 
utterly  super-human  tragedies.  Diverse  as  they  are,  both  grow  out 
of  the  characteristics  and  tastes  of  the  wits  of  the  Restoration  au- 
dience. 

The  Restoration  fop  was  a  gorgeous  creature,  very  much  con- 
cerned with  all  matters  of  style  and  wit  and  taste  and  not  at  all 
concerned  with  morals.  He  admired  extravagance,  dissoluteness, 
brilliance  and  insolence;  he  was  a  wit  and  a  philanderer.  Gay  and 
cynical,  he  could  scarcely  conceive  of  innocence;  certainly  he  could 
not  take  it  seriously.  He  thought  of  the  theater,  and  of  most  other 
resorts  of  the  fashionable  world,  as  places  to  meet  other  gallants 
and  to  ogle  and  if  possible  to  arrange  rendezvous  with  the  women 
in  the  audience  and  the  actresses  on  the  stage.  Very  often  the  gal- 
lants were  much  more  interested  in  affairs  in  the  audience — con- 
versations, flirtations,  quarrels,  and  even  an  occasional  duel — than 
in  affairs  on  the  stage. 

This  does  not  mean  that  these  Restoration  wits  were  incapable 
of  appreciating  dramatic  art.  Far  from  it.  Many  of  the  plays  of 
the  time  and  some  of  the  best  were  written  by  gallants;  they  set 
themselves  up  as  critics  and  patrons  of  the  arts;  nearly  all  the 
most  prominent  courtiers  were  at  least  dabblers  in  literature.  But 
they  could  not  allow  themselves  to  take  drama  or  anything  else 
too  seriously.  The  Restoration  wit  was  a  professed  dilettante:  his 


62  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

play  was  the  amusing  product  of  a  few  idle  hours,  his  poems  had 
beguiled  a  convalescence,  his  science  was  a  pleasant  relief  from  too 
strenuous  dissipation.  Even  his  most  serious  occupation,  love,  was 
not  to  be  taken  too  seriously;  he  did  not  allow  his  infatuations  to 
get  out  of  hand;  he  felt  it  vulgar  to  confine  his  attentions  too  long 
or  too  exclusively  to  one  woman. 

This  characteristic  attitude  made  the  drama  a  toy  of  the  court 
circles.  The  theater  was  a  fashionable  place  and  its  plays  were 
eminently  suitable  for  polite  conversation,  but  the  Restoration  fop 
felt  that  the  drama  was  nothing  to  command  very  great  respect 
or  very  deep  interest.  In  the  comedies  he  liked  to  see  himself,  his 
extravagances  and  his  love  affairs  and  mild  satires  of  his  pet  foibles. 
In  the  tragedies  he  enjoyed  exaggerated  conflicts  of  love  and  honor, 
conduct  so  scrupulously  high-minded  as  to  be  mostly  outside  the 
bounds  of  human  probability  and  therefore  no  reflection  on  his 
own  conduct  which  was  generally  unscrupulous  and  low-minded. 
These  tragedies  always  incorporated  an  elegance  which  was  dis- 
tinctly a  part  of  the  spirit  of  the  age.  The  love  of  form  and  polish 
could  be  expressed  in  plays  as  well  as  in  courtly  manners.  In  a 
tragedy  the  logic  of  the  classic  unities  and  the  even  flow  of  polished 
and  regular  verse  had  the  appeal  of  the  perfectly  tailored  coat  and 
the  practised  bow  in  the  drawing  room. 

Naturally  the  courtiers  knew  and  admired  the  classical  standards 
of  Augustan  Rome,  Furthermore,  many  of  them  had  spent  years 
of  exile  with  King  Charles  in  France  and  had  returned  to  England 
thoroughly  imbued  with  the  neo-classicism  of  the  contemporary 
French  stage.  The  tragedies  of  the  Restoration  are  the  nearest  to 
the  French  classical  ideal  of  any  that  have  been  written  in  English. 

The  Theater  and  the  Performance 

The  theater  of  the  Restoration  was  not  developed  from  the  typi- 
cal public  playhouse  of  Shakespeare's  time,  but  from  the  private 
playhouse  ^^  which  was  much  more  suitable  to  the  requirements 
of  a  select  courtly  audience.  The  typical  Restoration  theater  was  a 
remodeled  indoor  tennis  court,  very  much  like  the  theater  of  Cor- 
neille  and  Racine  in  Paris.  A  stage  was  built  in  at  one  end,  the 
court  itself  became  the  pit,  now  supplied  with  benches  and  much 
more  respectable  than  formerly,  and  the  old  spectators'  galleries 
became  the  galleries  and  boxes  of  the  theater.  Such  a  playhouse  held 
a  smaller  audience  than  the  old  out-of-door  one,  and  its  productions, 
of  course,  required  artificial  light. 

The  most  important  innovation  in  the  Restoration  theater  was 
the  stage.  Though  based  on  the  old  Elizabethan  type,  it  was  suffi- 

**  See  p.  44,  n.  I4, 


Figure  III 

PLAN   OF   THE   GROUND-FLOOR   OF   DRURY   LANE 
THEATER  AS  REBUILT  IN  1812 

This  reconstructed  nineteenth-century  theater  shows  clearly  the 
arrangement  of  flats  and  backdrops  inherited  from  the  Restoration 
theaters.  Adapted  from  Benjamin  Wyatt,  Observations  on  the 
Design  for  the  Theatre  Royal,  Drury  Lane  (London:  J.  Taylor, 
1813). 
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ciently  different  to  bring  about  a  new  method  of  production. 
Roughly,  it  was  the  middle  step  between  the  Elizabethan  stage 
and  the  modern  picture  frame  stage.  The  old  inner  stage  was  set 
behind  a  proscenium  arch,  and  sufficiently  enlarged  to  accommo- 
date most  types  of  action  and  to  allow  the  use  of  scenery.  A  curtain 
in  the  proscenium  archway  allowed  this  stage  to  be  shut  off  from 
the  view  of  the  audience.  This  was  one  part  of  the  Restoration 
stage. 

The  second  part  was  a  modification  of  the  old  platform  ^stagc 
of  the  Elizabethans;  it  was  called  the  apron,  and  like  the  platform 
it  extended  out  into  the  audience.  Though  not  so  large  as  Shake- 
speare's outer  stage,  the  apron  still  allowed  for  something  of  that 
intimacy  between  actor  and  spectator  which  had  been  such  a  valu- 
able asset  in  the  earlier  productions.  Furthermore,  doors  on  either 
side  of  the  proscenium  arch  made  the  apron,  like  the  platform, 
independent  of  the  picture  frame  stage  behind  it;  players  could 
enter  and  act  upon  the  apron  even  when  the  house  curtain  was 
lowered. 

Scenery  was,  of  course,  one  of  the  most  important  additions  to 
the  public  theater  in  the  Restoration.  Its  use  brought  to  an  end  the 
old  flexibility  of  the  Elizabethan  stage;  plays  were  no  longer  written 
to  take  place  in  a  dozen  localities,  and  the  passages  of  descriptive 
poetry  so  common  in  Shakespeare  gradually  disappeared.  Gen- 
erally speaking,  scenery  brought  the  same  advantages  and  disad- 
vantages to  the  Restoration  theater  as  to  the  modern  theater — more 
appeal  to  the  eye  and  less  to  the  ear,  a  certain  gain  in  vividness, 
but  a  loss  in  flexibility,  greater  possibility  of  spectacular  effects — 
with  the  corresponding  danger  that  the  performance  would  become 
a  show  rather  than  a  play. 

The  particular  type  of  scenery  used  on  the  Restoration  stage  led 
to  certain  unfamiliar  expedients  in  production  which  are  reflected 
in  the  plays.  Fundamentally  the  scenery  consisted  of  a  series  of 
flats  or  side  wings,  and  shutters  or  back  drops.  Though  sets  of  this 
sort  are  by  no  means  unknown  on  the  modern  stage,  they  may  not 
be  familiar  to  all  theater-goers.  Flats,  or  wings,  were  large  pieces 
of  painted  canvas  stretched  on  wooden  frames.  They  were  used 
in  sets  of  pairs,  the  flats  of  each  pair  set  opposite  each  other  on 
the  stage,  parallel  to  the  curtain.  Behind  the  first  pair  a  second  pair 
was  set,  behind  the  second  a  third,  and  so  on.  The  two  flats  or  wings 
of  the  first  pair  were  placed  nearly  as  far  apart  as  the  sides  of  the 
proscenium  arch,  so  that  only  the  inside  edges,  perhaps  two  feet  of 
a  four  or  five  foot  flat,  were  visible  to  the  audience.  The  second 
pair  came  a  little  nearer  together  than  the  first,  the  third  pair 
nearer  than  the  second,  and  so  on.  The  last  pair  of  flats  (there  were 
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usually  four  or  five  pairs)  lacked  several  feet  of  meeting  in  the  mid- 
dle of  the  stage.  This  gap  was  filled  by  a  shutter  or  back  drop 
(another  piece  of  painted  canvas)  placed  three  or  four  feet  behind 
the  last  pair  of  flats,  so  that  the  audience  sitting  out  in  front  saw 
a  stage  apparently  shut  in  on  the  sides  by  the  painted  wings  and 
at  the  back  by  the  shutter. 

These  flats  and  shutters  were  painted  in  perspective,  so  that  the 
spectators  seemed  to  see  the  houses  facing  each  other  along  two 
sides  of  a  street,  or  pillars  along  the  sides  of  a  hall  or  gallery,  or 
trees  bordering  an  open  space  in  the  forest.  Each  pair  of  houses  or 
pillars  or  trees  was,  of  course,  painted  at  the  ends  of  a  pair  of  flats 
in  diminishing  size  and  height  to  give  the  effect  of  distance.  On 
the  back  drop  or  shutter,  the  perspective  was  continued  to  some 
object  in  the  background,  or  sometimes  the  shutter  was  painted  to 
represent  the  third  wall,  or  a  clump  of  trees  in  the  distance,  or  a 
building  cutting  off  the  end  of  the  street. 

A  set  of  this  sort  could  be  changed  in  the  course  of  the  play  by 
lowering  the  curtain  and  setting  up  new  wings  and  a  new  shutter, 
but  such  changes  were  both  difficult  and  expensive  in  a  theater 
where  the  average  play  ran  only  three  days,  and  ten  or  twelve  new 
productions  might  be  called  for  in  the  course  of  a  single  month. 
Instead  of  lowering  the  curtain  and  changing  the  entire  set  for  a 
new  scene,  it  was  more  common  to  shut  off  the  view  of  the  audi- 
ence by  pushing  one  pair  of  wings  together  in  the  middle  of  the 
stage.  Since  these  wings  all  ran  in  grooves,  it  was  a  very  simple 
matter  to  push  one  pair  along  its  grooves  until  the  two  flats  met. 
A  scene  could  be  acted  on  this  half  stage  and  the  apron  as  well  as 
on  the  whole  stage.  When  the  scene  changed  again,  the  pair  of 
wings  could  be  pulled  apart  to  open  up  the  stage  behind.  Often 
such  changes  occur  in  the  midst  of  the  action,  where  the  stage 
directions  say,  "the  scene  opens,"  or  "the  scene  closes." 

Thus  in  the  fourth  act  of  Congreve's  comedy.  Love  for  Love, 
Sir  Sampson  Legend  goes  to  call  upon  his  son  Valentine  who  is 
pretending  illness.  He  is  received  by  Jeremy,  Valentine's  servant, 
who  tells  of  his  master's  condition.  The  scene  was  evidently  per- 
formed in  front  of  two  flats  pushed  together  across  the  stage,  for 
when  Sir  Sampson  breaks  off  the  discussion  and  demands  to  see 
his  son,  Jeremy  replies,  "I'll  knock  at  the  door."  After  this  speech, 
the  stage  directions  say,  "Goes  to  the  Scene,  which  opens"  and  then, 
"Valentine  upon  a  Couch  disorderly  dress'd."  Evidently,  at  Jeremy's 
knock  the  two  flats  were  pulled  apart  to  disclose  the  bedroom  scene 
which  had  been  set  behind.  Similarly  in  the  fifth  act  of  Otway's 
tragedy,  Venice  Preserved,  Belvidera  was  evidently  on  the  apron 
when  she  was  seized  and  carried  off.  for  as  soon  as  the  stage  is 
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empty,  the  directions  say,  "Scene  opening  discovers  a  Scaffold  and 
a  Wheel  prepared  for  the  executing  of  Pierre,"  and  the  execution 
scene  begins  immediately.  At  the  close  of  this  scene  there  is  an- 
other stage  direction,  "Scene  shuts  upon  them,"  and  immediately 
Belvidera  is  led  upon  the  stage  again. 

This  new  type  of  theater  which  provided  for  the  use  of  scenery 
was  perhaps  the  greatest  difference  between  the  Elizabethan  and 
the  typical  Restoration  production.  But  another  very  important 
change  was  the  introduction  of  actresses,  a  change  which  affected 
the  plays  in  several  ways.  For  one  thing,  after  the  new  convention 
had  become  well  established,  there  were  more  women's  parts  in 
the  plays  than  before  when  playwrights  had  been  limited  by  the 
number  of  well-trained  boys  available.  Not  only  do  Restoration 
plays  have  more  parts  for  women,  but  these  parts  are  more  impor- 
tant and  more  varied  than  in  the  earlier  plays.  Actresses  naturally 
became  one  of  the  greatest  attractions  of  the  theaters;  men  came 
to  see  Moll  Davis  in  a  new  part  or  to  admire  Nell  Gwyn  disguised 
as  a  boy. 

The  Plays 

With  a  few  exceptions,  the  tragedies  of  the  Restoration  are  not 
great  plays;  certainly  they  do  not  measure  up  to  the  tragedies  of 
Shakespeare  and  Marlowe.  The  super-human  characters  and  the 
noble  sentiments  which  are  so  commonly  found  make  them  appear 
a  bit  absurd  to  the  modern  reader,  accustomed  to  a  more  realistic 
type  of  play.  A  further  difficulty  in  the  tragedy  of  the  Restoration 
is  the  intellectual,  the  unemotional  quality  which  characterizes 
many  of  the  plays.  It  is  not  that  there  is  a  consistent  avoidance  of 
emotional  scenes,  though  as  a  matter  of  fact  there  are  fewer  than 
in  Elizabethan  plays;  but  when  emotion  does  enter,  it  is  not  genuine 
and  convincing.  Instead  of  the  deeply  moving  speeches  of  Shake- 
speare and  Marlowe,  the  Restoration  tragic  dramatists  write  shrill, 
ranting,  raving  tirades — violent  speeches  which  make  a  great  deal 
of  noise  but  which  sound  hollow  and  unconvincing.  This  was  a 
very  serious  handicap,  as  passionless  tragedy  must  be  written  with 
consummate  skill  if  it  is  to  avoid  dullness  or  even  absurdity. 

For  such  reasons  as  these,  the  most  typical  heroic  tragedies  of 
the  Restoration  are  not  the  best.  Plays  like  Dryden's  Indian  Em- 
peror and  The  Conquest  of  Granada,  Settle's  Empress  of  Morocco, 
and  the  Earl  of  Orrery's  Tragedy  of  Mustapha  are  interesting  as 
specimens  of  the  taste  of  an  age  but  not  as  moving  plays. 

The  best  tragedies  of  the  Restoration,  while  possessing  much  of 
the  characteristic  restraint  and  classic  form  admired  in  the  time, 
do  not  conform  to  all  the  requirements  of  heroic  tragedy.  They 
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abandon  the  standard  heroic  couplets  for  more  flexible  and  moving 
blank  verse;  they  treat  the  leading  characters  a  little  less  like  demi- 
gods. Though  written  to  please  the  classic  taste  of  the  typical  courtly 
audience  and  though  similar  to  true  heroic  tragedy  in  many  re- 
spects, the  best  tragedies  of  the  Restoration  still  have  the  power 
to  move  a  modern  reader.  Such  plays  as  Dry  den's  All  for  Love 
and  Otway's  Venice  Preserved  and  The  Orphan  are  tragedies 
worthy  of  consideration  on  their  own  merits. 

Probably  the  most  interesting  and  enlightening  of  these  plays 
is  Dryden's  All  for  Love.  It  is  both  a  very  good  tragedy  and  an 
excellent  illustration  of  the  taste  of  the  Restoration.  Dryden  wrote 
it  in  confessed  imitation  of  Shakespeare's  Antony  and  Cleopatra, 
in  an  attempt  to  maintain  the  grandeur  of  Shakespeare's  tragic  ef- 
fect without  those  irregularities  and  excesses  of  romanticism  which 
so  annoyed  the  classic  taste  of  the  Restoration.  The  play  is  not 
simply  a  revision,  however;  it  is  an  entirely  new  play  written  on  the 
same  plot.  Dryden's  straining  for  the  unities  and  his  emphasis  of 
the  love  versus  honor  theme,  his  consistent  simplification  and  ton- 
ing down  of  the  old  story  which  Shakespeare  had  used  is  an  elo- 
quent exposition  of  the  divergent  ideals  of  the  Elizabethan  and 
Restoration  theaters. 

F.  MODERN  TRAGEDY 

The  term  modern  tragedy  is  here  used  to  refer  to  the  plays  writ- 
ten since  the  advent  of  Henrik  Ibsen,  the  plays  from  1880  to  the 
present  day.  Since  these  are  the  plays  of  our  own  time,  they  do 
not  require  the  same  consideration  of  background  necessary  for 
an  appreciation  of  a  Greek  or  an  Elizabethan  tragedy.  We  are  all 
more  or  less  familiar  with  the  characteristic  ideas  and  interests  of 
the  typical  modern  audience  and  with  the  type  of  performance  in 
twentieth-century  theaters.  Yet  this  very  famiHarity  is  likely  to  lead 
us  astray;  we  assume  that  certain  dramatic  conventions  are  funda- 
mental to  all  good  plays  when  they  are  merely  passing  twentieth- 
century  customs;  we  neglect  the  most  significant  interests  in  our 
enthusiasm  for  trifles.  Because  of  this  difficulty  of  seeing  the  modern 
drama  in  any  proper  perspective,  it  may  be  helpful  to  review  briefly 
some  of  the  characteristics  of  the  audience,  the  theaters,  and  the 
tragedies  of  our  own  time — to  try  to  see  ourselves  as  we  see  the 
ancient  Greeks,  or  as  the  students  of  3934  may  see  us. 

The  Audience 

In  comparing  modern  tragedies  with  those  written  for  an  ancient 
Greek  or  an  Elizabethan  audience,  it  is  well  to  remember  that  in 
many  ways  the  typical  modern  audience  is  the  least  representative 
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group  o£  the  three.  The  plays  of  vEschylus  and  Sophocles  were  wit- 
nessed by  most  of  the  free  men  of  Athens,  from  the  meanest  citizen 
to  the  priests  of  Dionysus  and  Pericles  himself.  When  a  play  of 
Shakespeare's  was  performed  at  the  Globe,  the  greatest  noblemen  in 
the  land  were  likely  to  be  found  in  the  gallery,  while  tradesmen 
and  beggars,  pickpockets  and  prostitutes,  jostled  each  other  in  the 
pit.  Modern  theater  audiences  are  not  so  representative  as  this.  The 
largest  classes  in  our  city  populations — laborers,  unskilled  workmen 
and  their  families — have  deserted  the  theaters  entirely  for  the 
movies.  The  distinction  between  the  modern  and  the  Greek  and 
Elizabethan  audiences  applies  not  only  to  the  classes  represented 
but  to  the  actual  number  of  people  who  see  plays.  Only  a  small 
proportion  of  the  total  population  supports  the  present-day  theater. 
In  Periclean  Athens  and  Elizabethan  London,  most  of  the  people 
were  more  or  less  familiar  with  their  theater.  In  modern  London, 
New  York,  and  Chicago,  probably  the  great  majority  of  the  popu- 
lation has  never  seen  a  play;  certainly  it  has  never  seen  a  tragedy. 

In  this  respect  the  modern  audience  resembles  the  audience  of 
Restoration  London  or  the  Parisian  audience  in  the  reign  of 
Louis  XIV.  This  resemblance  is  sometimes  obscured  for  us  by  the 
fact  that  London  and  New  York  have  so  many  more  theaters  now 
than  they  had  in  the  Restoration.  We  think  that  if  modern  London 
has  thirty-five  or  forty  times  as  many  theaters  now  as  then,  and 
that  if  New  York,  which  had  none  in  1675,  has  more  than  a  hun- 
dred now,  the  modern  audience  must  be  more  representative  than 
the  Restoration  one.  We  forget  that  London  has  multiplied  its  popu- 
lation by  about  thirty  and  New  York  by  even  more. 

This  leads  to  another  characteristic  of  the  modern  audience.  In 
the  other  periods  we  have  noticed,  the  theater  audience  was  almost 
entirely  a  local  audience.  Sophocles  wrote  for  Athenians,  Shake- 
speare and  Congreve  for  Londoners;  they  knew  that  the  vast  ma- 
jority of  people  who  watched  their  plays  were  thoroughly  familiar 
with  the  life  of  the  city.  This  is  no  longer  true.  The  average  audi- 
ence in  London  and  New  York  and  Chicago  is  about  half  made 
up  of  visitors  to  the  city.  Furthermore,  the  modern  play  which 
has  any  sort  of  success  is  sure  to  be  produced  in  other  cities  and 
even  in  other  countries.  In  one  season  the  active  modern  theater- 
goer may  see  American,  English,  Irish,  German,  French,  Italian, 
Russian,  and  Norwegian  plays.  Obviously  the  successful  modern 
dramatist  cannot  rely  on  local  interests  and  local  enthusiasms  as 
Sophocles  and  Shakespeare  and  Congreve  did. 

These  two  characteristics  of  the  modern  audience  which  we  have 
noted  are  in  a  sense  contradictory.  The  modern  audience  is  more 
restricted  than  the  Greek  or  Elizabethan  as  far  as  classes  and  the 
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total  population  arc  concerned.  It  is  less  restricted  geographically 
than  any  earlier  audience.  Thus  one  characteristic  prompts  the 
dramatist  to  narrow  his  appeal;  the  other  prompts  him  to  broaden 
it. 

Our  audience  of  the  early  twentieth  century  is  again  distinguished 
by  its  interest  in,  or  at  least  its  lip  service  to,  democracy.  A  great 
deal  of  this  interest  is  artificial  or  sentimental;  nevertheless,  a 
larger  proportion  o£  plays  center  about  lower  class  characters  in 
our  time  than  in  any  previous  period.  The  heroes  of  modern  plays 
are  more  likely  to  be  sailors  or  bookkeepers  than  princes.  In  fact, 
there  is  a  tendency  to  sentimentalize  the  lower  classes,  to  assume 
not  that  the  laborer  is  as  good  as  the  millionaire,  but  that  he  is 
much  better.  This  is  not  the  place  to  analyze  this  rather  curious 
state  of  affairs;  it  is  enough  for  us  to  note  its  existence,  and  to 
realize  that  modern  dramatists  are  simply  being  conventional  when 
they  select  for  their  heroes  common  soldiers  or  paupers,  just  as 
Shakespeare  was  conventional  in  selecting  generals  and  princes  for 
his  heroes. 

Perhaps  it  is  most  important  of  all  to  notice  that  the  modern 
audience  differs  from  all  earlier  audiences  in  that  it  is  dominated 
by  women.  There  have  been  women  in  the  audience  of  all  the  thea- 
ters we  have  studied,  but  heretofore  they  have  always  been  in  the 
minority.  In  the  twentieth  century  not  only  are  there  large  num- 
bers of  women  in  the  audience,  but  it  is  the  opinion  of  the  women 
which  is  most  important  in  determining  the  success  or  failure  of 
the  play.  When  men  and  women  attend  the  theater  together,  it  is 
generally  the  women  who  decide  which  play  it  is  to  be.  Numeri- 
cally, women  are  in  the  majority  in  most  audiences;  at  matinees 
there  are  often  ten  or  twelve  women  for  every  man. 

This  predominance  of  women  is  greater  in  the  United  States 
than  in  any  other  country,  but  the  same  tendency  is  apparent  every- 
where. It  is  not  easy  to  determine  just  what  effect  this  character- 
istic of  modern  audiences  has  had  on  the  drama.  We  may  be  sure, 
however,  that  it  helps  to  account  for  the  larger  proportion  of 
women's  parts  in  plays,  for  the  increasing  attention  to  women's 
problems,  and  for  the  tendency  to  endow  heroes  and  heroines  with 
traits  which  will  appeal  especially  to  women.  It  would  be  false 
to  say  that  all  modern  plays  are  written  for  women,  but  the 
plays  of  the  twentieth  century  are  certainly  much  less  masculine 
in  their  appeal  than  the  plays  of  the  sixteenth  century  or  the  plays 
of  the  fifth  century  b.  c. 

Finally,  we  should  take  into  consideration  the  fact  that  the  mod- 
ern audience  has  less  interest  in  tragedy  and  less  interest  in  or 
understanding  of  verse  than  earlier  audiences.  Whatever  the  reason 
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for  this,  it  is  a  conspicuous  fact.  In  the  twentieth-century  American 
theater,  a  smaller  proportion  of  the  plays  produced  are  tragedies 
than  in  any  of  the  other  theaters  we  have  studied.  Even  the  trage- 
dies which  are  produced  are  likely  to  be  timorously  disguised  in 
the  advertisements  as  "poignant  dramas."  There  is  a  close  relation- 
ship between  this  fact  and  the  modern  distaste  for  poetry.  Again 
and  again  in  contemporary  tragedies  we  see  the  dramatists  strug- 
gling for  an  effect  which  an  Elizabethan  playwright  would  have 
achieved  by  the  use  of  poetry.  In  Riders  to  the  Sea  Synge  tries  to 
attain  the  old  tragic  grandeur  by  giving  an  artificial  beauty  to  his 
prose;  he  uses  various  poetic  devices,  but  he  does  not  quite  dare 
to  cast  his  dialogue  in  poetic  form.  In  Eugene  O'Neill's  one-act 
play,  Bound  East  for  Cardiff,  we  can  see  the  dramatist  striving  for 
an  effect  of  imagined  beauty  and  peace  when  the  dying  sailor  says 
musingly. 

It  must  be  great  to  stay  on  dry  land  all  your  life  and  have  a  farm 
with  a  house  o£  your  own  with  cows  and  pigs  and  chickens,  'way  in  the 
middle  of  the  land  where  yuh'd  never  smell  the  sea  or  see  a  ship.  It  must 
be  great  to  have  a  wife,  and  kids  to  play  with  at  night  after  supper  when 
your  work  was  done.  It  must  be  great  to  have  a  home  of  your  own, 
Drisc. 

This  is  a  theme  for  poetry,  but  because  of  the  conventions  of  the 
modern  theater,  O'Neill  has  restrained  himself  to  poetic  prose. 

This  distaste  for  poetry  and  tragedy  is  a  phase  of  the  modern 
subservience  to  realism.^^  Poetry  is  taboo  because  it  is  not  an  ac- 
curate imitation  of  what  people  actually  say  in  ordinary  conversa- 
tion. Tragedy  generally  involves  an  action  somewhat  more  exalted 
than  the  realist  can  find  in  everyday  life.  Probably  there  are  other 
reasons  more  intimately  connected  with  modern  thinking,  but  our 
primary  interest  here  is  to  note  these  prejudices  in  connection  with 
modern  tragedies.  They  constitute  one  of  the  chief  handicaps  un- 
der which  serious  modern  dramatists  labor. 

The  Theater  and  the  Performance 

Modern  plays  are  influenced  just  as  much  by  the  type  of  theater 
and  the  type  of  performance  for  which  they  are  written  as  were 
Greek  plays.  Modern  theaters,  however,  are  comparatively  familiar; 
our  purpose  is  not  to  visualize  a  twentieth-century  performance, 
but  to  consider  those  characteristics  of  our  theaters  which  must  be 
remembered  in  comparing  contemporary  plays  with  the  plays  of 
earlier  periods.  With  this  purpose  in  mind,  we  must  limit  our  dis- 
cussion to  the  typical  modern  theater.  The  most  advanced  of 
twentieth-century  stages  and  performances,  while  very  interesting, 

24  Sec  Chapter  VIII. 
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are  not  particularly  significant  for  the  study  of  typical  modern  plays. 
The  great  majority  of  plays,  good  and  bad,  are  written  for  a  con- 
ventional performance  in  a  conventional  theater. 

By  far  the  most  important  new  device  in  the  modern  theater  is 
the  electric  light;  more  than  anything  else  it  has  influenced  the 
development  of  the  modern  performance.  One  experienced  pro- 
ducer has  written:  "The  only  invention  of  the  first  importance  to 
the  theater,  made  between  the  time  of  Euripides  and  our  own  day, 
is  the  electric  light.  And  it  was  invented  with  no  thought  of  the 
theater  at  all.  The  other  mechanical  devices  were  known  to  the 
Greeks,  or  have  been  of  passing  consequence.  The  switchboard  is 
the  only  powerful  new  instrument."  ^^ 

If  we  think  of  the  electric  light  only  as  an  aid  to  superficial  real- 
ism in  the  theater — the  dawn,  brilliant  sunlight,  deepening  twi- 
light— it  does  not  seem  so  important  as  this  quotation  indicates.  Of 
course,  it  is  an  aid  to  the  dramatist  to  have  his  audience  see  that 
darkness  is  coming  on  or  that  moonlight  is  making  it  easier  for 
his  characters  to  see,  but  such  things  are  not  the  most  essential 
elements  of  drama.  Shakespeare  got  around  the  difficulty  adroitly 
enough  by  making  his  characters  talk  about  the  sunrise  or  the  dark- 
ness. In  fact,  the  more  sensitive  members  of  an  audience  probably 
get  a  much  more  vivid  picture  from  Romeo's  lines, 

.  .  .  look,  love,  what  envious  streaks 
Do  lace  the  severing  clouds  in  yonder  east: 
Night's  candles  are  burnt  out,  and  jocund  day 
Stands  tiptoe  on  the  misty  mountain  tops, 

than  from  the  most  gorgeous  sunrise  that  any  stage  electrician  ever 
devised. 

The  chief  contribution  of  the  electric  light  is  to  a  much  more 
essential  function  of  the  drama  than  this.  An  important  purpose 
of  the  dramatic  writer  in  any  period  is  to  play  upon  the  emotions 
of  his  audience,  and  this  is  the  function  of  the  dramatist  upon 
which  the  electric  light  has  exercised  the  most  profound  influence. 
Everyone  has  observed  certain  effects  of  light  upon  our  emotions — 
fear  is  more  easily  aroused  in  a  dim  light  or  in  darkness  than  in 
the  full  glare  of  the  sun;  joy  is  more  contagious  on  a  bright  spring 
afternoon  than  on  a  gray  winter  morning;  melancholy  thoughts 
are  more  easily  suggested  to  us  at  twilight  than  at  noon.  These 
effects  are  known  to  all,  but  there  are  others  just  as  sure  to  influence 
an  audience  though  not  quite  so  universally  recognized.  We  re- 
spond to  colors  just  as  readily  as  we  do  to  degrees  of  light.  The 

20  Thomas  Wood  Stevens,  The  Theatre  from  Athens  to  Broadway  (New  York: 
D.  Appleton  &  Co.,  1932),  p.  211. 
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stage  manager  who  knows  how  the  mood  of  the  audience  will 
change  as  he  gradually  alters  the  yellow  light  to  blue  or  the  green 
light  to  rose  can  be  of  great  assistance  to  the  dramatist  in  building 
up  the  mood  of  his  play. 

It  must  not  be  thought,  however,  that  this  new  device  in  the 
theater  is  a  simple  automatic  machine  to  be  used  by  any  fool;  its 
effective  use  is  a  result  of  skill  and  of  long  patient  work.  If  the 
lighting  of  a  play  is  to  be  effective,  it  must,  like  every  other  device 
of  the  dramatist  or  actor,  be  subtly  used;  ninety-eight  per  cent  of 
the  audience  must  be  unconscious  of  the  lighting  changes  deliber- 
ately calculated  to  influence  them.  Of  course  most  productions  do 
not  achieve  this  subtlety.  The  light  changes  are  jerky  or  too  fast; 
the  increasing  light  from  the  rising  sun  looks  like  the  result  of  a 
flash-light  bomb,  or  the  change  from  yellow  light  to  blue  is  so 
abrupt  as  to  suggest  that  an  indigo  cloud  has  passed  over  the  sun. 
But  when  skilfully  used,  the  switchboard  is  the  greatest  aid  to 
the  dramatist  that  has  been  developed  since  the  day  of  Euripides. 
When  Shakespeare  wanted  his  audience  to  feel  the  despair  of 
Hamlet,  he  had  only  the  magic  of  his  lines  and  the  art  of  the  actor 
to  effect  his  purpose;  the  modern  dramatist  can  add  to  these  the 
cunning  use  of  lights. 

Much  less  important  than  electric  light,  but  more  apparent  to 
the  average  theater-goer,  is  the  use  of  realistic  scenery  in  the  modern 
theater.  These  sets  relieve  the  dramatist  of  the  necessity  of  making 
his  characters  describe  the  setting,  but  they  are  at  least  as  much 
of  a  handicap  to  him  as  an  advantage.  Since  the  modern  audience 
is  accustomed  to  the  convention  of  realistic  backgrounds,  the  drama- 
tist is  hampered  by  the  limitations  of  a  scene  designer  and  a  stage 
manager  as  earlier  dramatists  were  not.^^  In  the  average  theater 
the  playwright  must  confine  himself  to  three  or  four  different 
scenes  for  his  action.  Sometimes  he  can  arrange  for  more,  but  not 
usually;  in  fact,  his  chances  of  selling  his  play  are  greatly  increased 
if  he  can  limit  himself  to  one  set.  Certain  mechanical  devices — 
revolving  stages,  wagon  stages,  elevator  stages — have  ameliorated 
this  difficulty  somewhat,  but  not  much.  In  the  first  place,  these 
devices  have  increased  the  possible  number  of  sets  only  a  little; 
a  dramatist  writing  for  a  theater  equipped  with  all  of  them  is  still 
more  limited  than  Shakespeare  was.  In  the  second  place,  compara- 
tively few  theaters,  except  in  Germany,  are  able  to  use  these  mov-. 
ing  stages. 

2^  The  habit  of  the  modern  audience  of  relying  on  the  scene  designer  for  the 
background  instead  of  relying  on  the  lines  of  the  characters  or  on  its  own  imagination 
is  one  of  the  greatest  difficulties  with  which  modern  producers  of  Shakespeare's  plays 
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The  convention  of  realistic  scenery  handicaps  the  modern  drama- 
tist not  only  in  the  number  of  scenes  he  may  use  in  his  play,  but 
also  in  the  type  of  scene.  In  general  he  must  limit  himself  to 
places  easily  reconstructed  by  the  scene  designer.  The  cliffs  of 
Dover,  or  the  forest  of  Arden,  or  even  the  chariot  way  before  the 
palace  of  Agamemnon  are  not  scenes  which  the  average  producer 
is  glad  to  attempt.  In  general,  out-of-door  scenes  are  much  less 
common  in  modern  plays  than  in  earlier  ones.  Most  of  our  plays 
are  so  constructed  that  the  action  takes  place  in  two  or  three  com- 
paratively small  rooms,  with  an  occasional  garden  or  terrace  which 
calls  for  more  of  the  works  of  man  than  of  nature. 

It  is  worth  noting  that  these  limitations  of  the  conventional 
realistic  set  have  proved  so  annoying  that  there  is  a  strong  tendency 
at  present  to  get  away  from  them.  Good  scene  designers  are  relying 
more  and  more  on  suggestion — a  single  tree  to  represent  a  forest, 
one  huge  column  to  suggest  the  interior  of  a  church — and  refusing 
to  attempt  to  give  photographic  reproductions.  Some  go  even  fur- 
ther and  set  the  stage  so  as  to  convey  an  idea  rather  than  depict 
a  place.  Certainly  the  most  advanced  modern  productions  rely  less 
and  less  on  realistic  backgrounds  and  more  and  more  on  the 
imagination  of  the  audience  and  the  art  of  the  actor  as  Sophocles 
and  Shakespeare  did.  The  great  majority  of  modern  plays,  however, 
have  not  yet  been  affected  by  these  advances;  they  are  written  for 
conventional  productions  with  sets  constructed  to  look  as  much 
like  the  real  thing  as  possible. 

Some  of  the  characteristics  of  modern  plays  are  due  to  the  fact 
that  the  average  theater  of  our  time  is  smaller  and  more  comfortable 
than  many  of  the  earlier  playing  places.  This  condition  has  abetted 
the  modern  interest  in  realism  in  developing  a  type  of  acting  that 
is  more  subdued,  more  conversational,  than  the  acting  on  the 
Greek  or  Elizabethan  stage.  Ordinary  tones  of  voice  can  be  heard 
in  a  modern  theater  as  they  could  not  have  been  in  the  Theater  of 
Dionysus  at  Athens.  The  physical  comfort  of  the  upholstered  seats 
of  a  twentieth-century  theater  has  something  to  do  with  the  elimina- 
tion from  many  of  our  plays  of  the  ranting  speeches  and  constant 
action  necessary  to  hold  the  attention  of  the  standing  audience 
crowded  into  the  pit  of  an  Elizabethan  playhouse.  Generally  speak- 
ing, the  dialogue  of  a  modern  play  is  written  to  be  spoken  in  con- 
versational tones,  and  fights  and  murders  are  comparatively  few. 
It  would  certainly  be  inaccurate  to  attribute  this  change  entirely 
to  the  characteristics  of  the  modern  theater,  but  this  has  been  one 
of  the  causes. 

In  most  of  the  plays  of  our  time  the  action  is  broken  up  into 
several  clearly  defined  movements,  or  acts.  Usually  there  is  a  height- 
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ening  o£  interest  at  the  end  o£  each  act  and  an  interval  in  time 
before  the  beginning  o£  the  next.  It  does  not  take  a  very  close  com- 
parison of  plays  written  for  modern  theaters  with  plays  written 
for  earlier  theaters  to  discover  that  the  act  is  more  of  a  unit  in  our 
plays  than  in  many  earlier  ones.  In  general,  modern  plays  tend 
to  follow  the  classic  divisions  of  the  action  which  were  character- 
istic in  the  ancient  Greek  theater  and  in  the  neo-classic  theater. 
Twentieth-century  dramatists  are  not  quite  so  strict  in  their  ob- 
servance of  these  formal  divisions  as  Sophocles  and  Corneille,  but 
they  are  much  more  conscious  of  the  requirements  of  form  than 
the  Elizabethan  dramatists  were. 

One  of  the  chief  reasons  for  this  new  attention  to  form  is  the 
use  of  the  curtain  in  the  modern  theater.  Even  in  the  earlier  play- 
houses which  had  them,  curtains  were  not  used  with  the  same 
finality,  partly  because  of  a  different  conception  of  the  construction 
of  a  play  and  partly  because  of  the  difficulty  of  controlling  the  house 
lights.  In  modern  theaters,  the  fall  of  the  curtain  is  used  to  mark 
the  end  of  something — the  stage  and  all  its  illusions  disappear,  the 
lights  are  turned  up — the  audience  ceases  to  be  a  group  with  a 
single  interest  and  a  single  emotion  and  breaks  up  into  individual 
units;  people  think  and  talk  about  something  else,  they  even  leave 
the  theater.  So  far  as  the  mood  and  the  illusion  are  concerned,  the 
play  must  begin  all  over  again  at  the  start  of  the  next  act.  This 
customary  use  of  the  curtain  to  make  a  sharp  break  in  the  per- 
formance has  led  modern  dramatists  to  build  their  plays  so  that 
this  break  will  seem  as  natural  as  possible.  It  has  also  led  most 
of  them  to  plan  each  act  so  that  some  dramatic  situation — a  ludi- 
crous discovery,  a  tragic  revelation,  a  startling  admission — gains 
emphasis  when  the  action  is  suddenly  blotted  out  by  the  curtain, 
like  the  vivid  memory  of  the  last  minute  before  the  earthquake.  So 
far  as  the  construction  or  planning  of  modern  plays  is  concerned, 
this  peculiar  development  of  the  act  unit  is  one  of  the  most  strik- 
ing characteristics  of  our  plays. 

More  than  most  people  realize,  costume  is  an  important  factor 
in  play  production.  Up  to  the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century,  the 
variety  and  color  of  costumes  were  a  great  source  of  interest,  not 
only  on  the  stage,  but  in  real  life  as  well.  Though  the  dress  of 
women  still  maintains  some  of  its  variety,  it  has  nothing  like  as 
much  as  in  Shakespeare's  day,  or  Congreve's;  men's  clothes  have 
become  standardized  in  drab  monotony.  Since  most  of  our  plays 
are  laid  in  the  present,  it  is  easy  to  see  that  the  average  performance 
cannot  have  the  variety  so  easily  attained  on  earlier  stages.  But 
costume  has  other  uses.  For  purposes  of  characterization  it  has 
always  been  of  great  importance,  but  the  modern  dramatist  is 
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very  much  more  limited  in  tliis  regard  than  his  predecessors  have 
been.  If  a  lawyer,  a  grocer,  and  a  barber  walked  onto  the  Elizabethan 
stage,  the  audience  needed  no  dialogue  about  professional  matters 
to  identify  the  men,  but  the  modern  audience,  because  of  the 
standardization  of  men's  clothes,  has  no  means  of  distinguishing 
except  by  dialogue.  This  regular  use  of  dialogue  instead  of  cos- 
tume, coupled  with  the  modern  use  of  explanatory  dramatis  per- 
sonce  and  full  stage  directions,  helps  to  make  modern  plays  easier 
to  read  than  any  others;  more  of  the  necessary  information  is  writ- 
ten into  the  lines  and  less  is  left  to  the  experience  of  the  actor  and 
the  stage  manager. 

The  lack  of  variety  in  modern  costume  has  helped  to  bring  about 
another  change  in  our  plays.  Certain  types  of  plot  very  easily  staged 
in  earlier  times  can  no  longer  be  made  convincing  because  of  the 
uniformity  of  modern  dress  and  appearance.  The  most  conspicuous 
of  these  is  the  disguise  plot.  If  a  young,  smooth-shaven  Elizabethan 
courtier  removed  his  plumed  and  jeweled  hat,  his  gray  and  crimson 
doublet  with  huge  puffed  sleeves  slashed  to  show  their  purple 
lining,  his  short,  stiff,  embroidered  hose,  his  long  silk  stockings,  his 
crimson  shoes,  and  his  azure  cloak  lined  with  orchid  and  laced  with 
gold,  and  then  disguised  himself  in  black  shoes  and  stockings, 
close-fitting  black  doublet  and  hose,  a  tight-fitting  black  cap,  a 
long  black  robe,  and  a  full  set  of  gray  whiskers,  he  would  have 
attracted  no  more  attention  on  the  streets  of  Shakespeare's  London 
than  any  other  doctor,  but  even  his  best  friends  might  have  had 
trouble  in  recognizing  him  as  the  gaily  dressed,  smooth-faced  young 
courtier.  All  sorts  of  complications  might  easily  have  followed. 
Indeed,  disguises  were  not  uncommon  in  real  life  in  the  sixteenth 
and  seventeenth  centuries.  But  if  a  modern  dramatist  wants  to 
disguise  a  rising  young  politician  as  a  doctor,  there  is  very  little 
that  he  can  do.  Every  item  of  the  politician's  dress  might  be  worn 
equally  well  by  the  doctor;  a  beard  or  a  concealing  cloak  would 
make  the  young  politician  too  conspicuous.  The  problem  is  almost 
hopeless.  The  disguise  plot,  therefore,  has  become  as  rare  in  the 
modern  theater  as  in  modern  life.  Most  people  think  that  Eliza- 
bethan disguises  are  just  an  evidence  of  the  improbability  of  old 
plots,  forgetting  that  it  is  standards  of  dress  which  have  changed 
and  not  the  intelligence  of  the  audience  or  the  dramatist. 

Finally,  the  complete  commercialization  of  the  modern  theater 
has  had  its  effects  on  our  plays.  In  some  periods,  for  instance  the 
Greek  and  medieval,  the  theater  has  not  been  a  money-making 
institution  at  all.  In  the  Elizabethan  period  it  certainly  was,  but  it 
was  largely  in  the  hands  of  men  devoted  to  its  interests.  Now 
many  of  the  men  who  derive  an  income  from  the  theater  have 
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no  interest  in  it  whatever,  except  as  a  source  of  profit.  Theaters 
are  owned  by  men  who  rent  them  just  as  they  rent  office  buildings 
and  apartment  houses,  with  no  interest  in  the  tenants  save  that 
they  pay  their  rent.  Individual  plays  are  even  financed  by  men 
who  have  no  interest  in  or  knowledge  of  the  play  at  all,  but  who 
are  simply  gambling  on  the  success  of  the  play  just  as  they  would 
on  the  rise  of  common  stocks,  often  with  even  less  knowledge  of 
the  business.  One  phase  of  this  commercialization  is  the  star  sys- 
tem. Plays,  like  any  other  commercial  product,  are  pushed  by  the 
advertising  value  of  a  popular  name.  Not  infrequently  the  play  is 
distorted  to  fit  the  talents  or  defects  of  a  star,  and  often  minor 
parts  are  given  to  incompetent  actors  to  save  money  to  pay  the 
salary  of  the  "lead." 

All  this  is  unfortunate,  but  not  often  disastrous.  Many  great 
plays  have  been  produced  primarily  to  make  money;  certainly 
Shakespeare  and  Moliere  paid  very  close  attention  to  the  box  of- 
fice. The  dominant  commercial  interests  of  our  own  time  probably 
will  not  wreck  the  theater,  but  it  is  well  to  consider  their  influence 
when  reading  modern  plays. 

The  Plays 

We  have  seen  how  the  characteristics  of  the  modern  audience 
and  the  modern  theater  and  performance  influence  the  plays  of 
our  time.  Certain  other  influences  are  not  peculiar  to  the  theater. 
One  of  them  is  to  be  seen  in  the  preoccupation  of  modern  play- 
wrights (like  other  modern  thinkers)  with  social  themes  and 
domestic  problems.  Since  the  time  of  Ibsen,  subjects  of  this  type 
have  been  by  far  the  most  popular  for  serious  plays.  As  the  Greek 
tragedies  were  likely  to  depend  on  a  religious  interest  in  the  audi- 
ence, and  Elizabethan  tragedies  on  the  analysis  of  an  individual, 
so  modern  tragedies  generally  center  about  a  social  problem. 

Of  course  such  problems  cannot  be  considered  in  the  abstract, 
however  general  they  are  in  their  significance.  The  dramatist  usu- 
ally selects  an  individual  to  stand  for  a  type  or  a  class.  In  Justice 
Galsworthy  makes  Falder  stand  for  the  thousands  of  ordinary  men 
who  are  led  into  crime  through  their  own  weakness  rather  than 
viciousness,  and  the  play  becomes  an  indictment  of  the  blind  stupid- 
ity of  the  criminal  courts;  in  Loyalties  he  makes  De  Levis  stand 
for  the  Jew  in  modern  society,  and  the  play  becomes  an  attack  on 
race  prejudice.  There  are  scores  of  other  plays  with  similar  in- 
terests. The  tragedy  of  Mrs.  Alving  in  Ghosts  is  constructed  to 
enable  Ibsen  to  show  up  the  fatal  hypocrisy  of  modern  society. 
O'Neill's  Anna  Christie  is  not  primarily  an  individual  but  any 
poor  girl  driven  close  to  disaster  by  overwhelming  economic  and 
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moral  forces.  It  is  themes  of  this  sort  which  dominate  most  serious 
modern  plays. 

Closely  associated  with  the  social  interest  of  modern  dramatists 
is  the  tendency  to  set  plays  in  the  here  and  n6w  rather  than  in  any 
past  time  or  unfamiliar  place.  The  social  problems  considered  are 
contemporary  problems,  and  the  scene  must  therefore  be  a  familiar 
one.  So  far  as  setting  or  background  is  concerned,  the  playwright 
is  generally  concerned  not  in  making  it  beautiful  or  strange,  but  in 
making  it  as  familiar  and  real  as  possible.  All  this  is  simply  another 
way  of  saying  that  the  dominant  interest  of  most  modern  dramatists 
is  realism.^''^ 

Another  interest  more  popular  in  the  plays  of  our  times  than  of 
earlier  periods  is  the  domestic;  more  plays  than  ever  before  are 
written  about  home  life,  or  family  life.  This  is  a  phase  of  the  mod- 
ern preoccupation  with  sex.  Marriage  and  divorce,  love  (love  as  a 
social  problem,  rather  than  romantic  love)  and  parenthood,  inter- 
est our  serious  dramatists  as  they  have  interested  those  of  no  other 
time.  Comedies  have  always  been  written  on  these  subjects,  but 
before  the  time  of  Ibsen  they  were  seldom  very  popular  as  ma- 
terial for  serious  plays.  In  the  modern  period  Ibsen  has  written 
of  marriage  problems  in  The  Doll's  House  and  The  Wild  Duc\; 
Strindberg  has  made  bitter  studies  of  love  and  marriage  and  parent- 
hood in  Miss  Julia  and  The  Dance  of  Death  and  The  Father;  Eu- 
gene O'Neill  has  considered  love  and  parenthood  in  Anna  Christie 
and  Strange  Interlude  and  Mourning  Becomes  Electra.  In  all  these 
plays,  the  authors  are  interested  in  a  social  problem  or  a  psycho- 
logical diagnosis  and  not  in  a  romantic  story. 

These  tendencies  in  the  serious  drama  of  modern  times  are  not, 
of  course,  universal.  There  are  successful  playwrights  who  ignore 
social  problems,  playwrights  like  Rostand  and  Yeats  and  Barrie  and 
Maxwell  Anderson  who  frequently  write  romantic  plays  of  un- 
familiar places  and  long-past  times.  Some  of  these  men  are  fine 
dramatists,  but  their  work  is  out  of  the  main  current  of  modern 
dramatic  interests.  The  most  characteristic  serious  plays  of  our 
times  are  realistic  studies  of  domestic  problems  and  social  forces. 

*^  See  the  discussion  of  realism,  Chapter  VIII. 


CHAPTER  III 
COMEDY 

Comedy  is  the  most  miscellaneous  of  all  the  dramatic  forms.  In 
fact,  it  might  almost  be  said  that  comedy  is  simply  what  is  left 
after  all  the  tragedies,  melodramas,  farces,  problem  plays,  tragi- 
comedies, burlesques,  and  chronicle  plays  have  been  taken  away. 

This  vagueness  about  the  limits  of  the  form  comedy  may  be 
somewhat  surprising  to  the  casual  theater-goer  who  has  assumed 
that  all  plays  which  end  happily  are  comedies  and  all  which  end 
unhappily  are  tragedies.  We  have  already  noted  the  inadequacy 
of  this  distinction  in  our  discussion  of  tragedy.  Not  only  do  some 
tragedies  end  happily,  but  most  melodramas  and  all  tragicomedies 
do.  Furthermore,  there  are  comedies  which  do  not  end  happily  in 
the  ordinary  meaning  of  the  phrase;  Moliere's  Misanthrope  does 
not,  nor  does  Jonson's  Volpone  or  Rostand's  Cyrano  de  Bergerac; 
yet  all  these  plays  were  called  comedies  by  their  authors.  The  nature 
of  the  denouement  is  no  more  reliable  as  a  distinguishing  mark 
for  all  comedies  than  it  is  for  all  tragedies.  We  must  look  for  more 
fundamental  characteristics  of  the  form. 

One  of  the  difficulties  standing  in  the  way  of  an  attempt 
to  understand  the  essentials  of  comedy,  from  Aristophanes  to 
S.  N.  Behrman,  is  the  fact  that  different  nations  and  different 
epochs  have  not  agreed  as  to  the  most  important  characteristics  of 
the  form.  For  some  audiences  the  chief  distinction  of  comedy  has 
been  the  social  class  of  its  characters.  Thus  the  Romans  and  many 
of  their  successors  up  through  the  Renaissance  thought  of  the  char- 
acters of  comedy  as  members  of  the  middle  and  lower  classes,  in  op- 
position to  the  kings  and  princes  who  were  the  chief  characters 
of  tragedy.  But  this  distinction  was  not  accepted  by  Greene  and 
Shakespeare  and  the  writers  of  Elizabethan  romantic  comedy,  who 
presented  dukes  and  kings  and  princes  in  their  comedies  as  well 
as  in  their  tragedies.  The  dramatists  of  the  Restoration  even  tended 
to  eliminate  from  their  comedies  bourgeois  and  lower  class  charac- 
ters. To  the  English  audiences  of  the  eighteenth  and  nineteenth 
centuries  comedy  generally  meant  the  happy  ending,  or  the  denoue- 
ment which  involved  rewards  for  the  virtuous  and  sympathetic 
characters,  and  punishment  or  reformation  for  the  wicked  or  un- 
sympathetic ones. 
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Because  of  this  variation  in  the  standards  of  comic  dramatists, 
one  of  the  best  approaches  to  an  understanding  of  the  general 
characteristics  of  the  form  is  a  hasty  survey  of  what  various  notable 
theater  audiences  have  been  accustomed  to  expect  in  comedy.  Such 
a  sketch  will  indicate  the  reasons  for  the  variety  of  the  conceptions 
of  comedy  and  may  lead  to  a  perception  of  certain  qualities  inherent 
in  all} 

Comedy,  like  tragedy,  first  appeared  in  ancient  Greece  as  an  out- 
growth of  the  religious  celebrations  in  honor  of  Dionysus.  It 
reached  its  highest  form  in  the  hands  of  Aristophanes,  the  only 
Greek  comic  dramatist  whose  work  has  come  down  to  us  in  any- 
thing like  a  representative  quantity.  These  plays  of  Aristophanes 
are  an  odd  mixture  of  hilarity  and  satire  and  lyric  beauty,  of  keen 
analyses  of  the  ideas  and  practices  of  contemporary  Athenians 
mixed  with  the  wildest  extravaganzas  of  the  poets  in  hell  and  the 
city  of  birds.  Evidently  to  Aristophanes,  comedy  meant  three  things: 
rollicking  scenes  of  farce  which  would  urge  his  audience  to  shouts 
of  unrestrained  laughter;  satire,  often  very  personal,  of  his  con- 
temporaries and  their  work,  satire  which  would  make  his  audience 
think  about  political  or  intellectual  or  social  matters  and  which 
might  perhaps  lead  to  reform;  and  songs  of  haunting  beauty  which 
would  give  to  his  audience  an  aesthetic  satisfaction  of  the  sort  mod- 
ern audiences  associate  with  operas  or  concerts  rather  than  with 
plays. 

The  Roman  comedies  of  Plautus  and  Terence  were  quite  dif- 
ferent from  those  of  Aristophanes.  The  Roman  comic  dramatists 
had  little  interest  in  lyric  beauty  or  in  contemporary  ideas  and 
problems;  the  element  of  farce  in  their  plays  was  not  the  fantastic 
fooling  of  the  old  Greek  plays  but  a  much  more  realistic  and 
limited  form  of  buffoonery.  Their  characters  were  not  individuals 
but  well-recognized  middle-class  city  types  who  appeared  in  play 
after  play.  The  comic  dramatists  presented  to  their  audience  these 
familiar  figures  in  a  great  variety  of  situations.  They  expected  to 
hold  interest  by  the  complicated  intrigues  of  the  plot  and  to  arouse 
laughter  at  the  ingeniously  contrived  situations  displaying  the 
cowardice  of  the  boasting  soldier,  the  elaborate  lying  of  the  clever 
servant,  or  the  embarrassing  predicament  of  the  young  prodigal. 
To  Plautus  and  Terence  comedy  meant  an  intricate  plot  ingeniously! 
devised  to  present  a  number  of  ludicrous  situations  in  which  cer-' 
tain  stock  figures  were  made  ridiculous,  frequently  by  violent 
means. 

1  This  brief  survey  attempts  to  point  out  only  the  type  of  comedy  most  commonly 
associated  with  each  of  the  periods  mentioned.  In  most  periods,  several  types  of  comedy 
were  acted,  but  there  is  usually  one  which  is  the  outstanding  achievement  of  the  time. 
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In  Elizabethan  and  Jacobean  England  there  were  two  popular 
types  of  comedy,  the  romantic  type  of  Shakespeare  and  the  realistic 
type  of  Ben  Jonson.  The  romantic  appeal  of  Shakespeare's  Mid- 
summer Night's  Dream,  As  You  Li\e  It,  and  Twelfth  Night  is 
familiar.  These  comedies,  which  admit  characters  of  all  classes, 
present  light-hearted  stories  of  love  and  adventure  in  which  the 
happy  union  of  the  lovers  in  the  last  act  is  always  an  important 
part  of  the  appeal.  Part  of  the  action  nearly  always  takes  place  in  a 
wood  or  a  garden,  and  the  setting  tends  to  be  idyllic  in  opposition 
to  the  setting  of  city  streets  and  houses  in  the  realistic  type  of 
comedy.  Shakespeare  and  his  fellow  writers  of  romantic  comedy 
were  not  primarily  interested  in  contemporary  satire  or  in  the 
humor  rising  out  of  ingeniously  contrived  situations;  they  planned 
their  comedies  to  appeal  to  the  audience's  interest  in  a  story,  to 
their  sympathetic  satisfaction  in  the  triumph  of  lovers,  and  to  their 
appetite  for  music  and  poetry. 

The  realistic  comedy  of  Ben  Jonson  and  his  followers  was  almost 
the  complete  antithesis  of  the  light-hearted,  fun-loving  romantic 
comedy  of  Shakespeare.  It  was  satiric  and  sometimes  bitter,  de- 
pending on  ridicule  rather  than  on  humor  for  its  laughs.  Jonson 
thought  that  comedy  had  a  social  function  to  perform.  It  should 
benefit  society  by  selecting  the  foibles  and  petty  vices  of  the  time 
and  holding  them  up  to  ridicule  on  the  stage.  Furthermore,  Jon- 
son thought  that  comedies  should  not  deal  with  princes  and  great 
noblemen  but  that  the  characters  should  be  drawn  exclusively  from 
the  middle  and  lower  classes.  In  accordance  with  these  principles, 
Jonson  set  his  comedies  in  contemporary  London,  he  modeled  his 
characters  on  typical  middle  and  lower  class  people  whom  he  saw 
about  him,  and  he  attempted  so  to  display  these  characters  that 
the  audience  would  laugh  at  their  vanity  and  their  greed  and  in 
so  doing  would  laugh  themselves  out  of  their  own  addiction  to 
these  same  vices. 

The  comedy  which  Moliere  wrote  for  the  Parisians  of  the  reign 
of  Louis  XIV  resembles  Jonson's  more  than  it  does  that  of  any 
of  the  other  comic  dramatists  whose  work  we  have  noticed.  His 
best  plays  are  set  in  contemporary  Paris,  his  characters  are  drawn 
from  the  life  about  him,  and  he  is  conscious  of  the  social  function 
of  comedy;  but  Moliere  was  more  good-humored  than  Jonson  (for 
he  recognized  the  futility  of  most  attempts  to  reform  people),  and 
he  was  a  much  more  profound  student  of  character  than  his  Eng- 
lish predecessor.  His  best  plays  depend  for  their  chief  interest  upon 
the  inevitable  clash  between  characters  of  opposed  ideas  and  tem- 
peraments. Though  he  did  ridicule  the  foibles  and  petty  vices  of 
his  time,  he  was  more  interested  in  the  fundamental  relationships 
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of  men  and  women  with  each  other  and  with  the  society  of  which 
they  are  a  part.  MoHere  expected  from  his  audience  not  the  roars 
of  laughter  provoked  by  the  situations  of  Plautus  and  Terence,  nor 
the  dehghted  applause  elicited  by  Shakespeare's  charming  songs 
and  his  happy  denouements  of  united  lovers,  nor  yet  the  derisive 
glee  prompted  by  Jonson's  pompous  fools  and  greedy  schemers, 
but  he  sought  to  evoke  that  "thoughtful  laughter"  which  greets 
the  revelations  of  comedy  of  character  or  high  comedy. 

The  comic  dramatists  of  the  period  of  the  Restoration  in  Eng- 
land had  certain  interests  in  common  with  both  Jonson  and  Moliere; 
yet  they  had  neither  Jonson's  reforming  zeal  nor  Moliere's  pro- 
found interest  in  character.  Their  comedies  were  usually  set  in 
their  own  city  and  in  their  own  time,  and  they  were  fond  of  re- 
vealing the  follies  of  their  contemporaries,  but  these  revelations  of 
folly  had  no  moral  purpose;  they  were  intended  purely  for  enter- 
tainment. The  best  dramatists  of  the  Restoration  tried  to  make 
their  comedies  reflect  the  manners  of  the  more  exclusive  social 
groups  of  the  time  and  to  write  brilliant  dialogue  whose  wit  would 
delight  the  sophisticated  audience.  In  this  comedy  of  manners  and 
of  wit  the  audience  laughed  at  the  affectations  and  vanities  of 
their  friends  and  acquaintances  set  forth  on  the  stage  and  applauded 
the  witty  sallies  of  characters  whose  chief  interests  were  fashion- 
able manners  and  clever  conversation. 

In  the  eighteenth  century  and  the  first  half  of  the  nineteenth  a 
few  dramatists,  like  Sheridan  and  Goldsmith,  tried  to  imitate  the 
Restoration  comedy  of  manners,  but  most  of  the  comedies  were 
of  another  sort,  quite  different  in  tone  and  purpose  from  the  gay, 
brilliant,  and  none  too  decorous  plays  of  Congreve,  Wycherley, 
and  Etherege.  These  comedies  were  somewhat  like  the  Elizabethan 
romantic  comedies  in  their  interest  in  story,  in  the  trials  of  lovers, 
and  in  the  happy  ending,  rather  than  in  satire  or  manners  or  wit  or 
fundamental  character  conflicts,  but  in  spite  of  these  similarities 
eighteenth-century  comedy  differed  sharply  from  Shakespeare's 
romantic  variety.  These  comedies  exploited  the  contemporary  in- 
terest in  preaching  from  the  stage,  the  interest  in  the  supposedly 
inevitable  triumph  of  the  soft-hearted  and  virtuous  over  the  hard- 
headed  and  wicked,  and  the  tearful  interest  in  the  pitiful  and 
lugubrious  for  its  own  sake.  This  sentimental  comedy  of  the  eight- 
eenth and  early  nineteenth  centuries  made  three  regular  appeals 
to  the  audience:  it  gave  them  moralizing  speeches,  miniature  ser- 
mons spoken  by  virtuous  characters,  for  their  self-righteous  ap- 
plause; it  gave  them  pitiful  scenes  of  virtue  in  distress  for  their 
ever-ready,  sympathetic  tears;  and  it  gave  them  the  gratifying  tri- 
umph of  virtue  and  modesty  and  honor  at  the  end  of  the  play  for 
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their  comfortable  satisfaction  in  the  moral  solidarity  of  their  world. 

On  the  modern  stage  all  these  types  of  comedy,  except  the  Greek 
and  perhaps  the  romantic  comedy  of  the  Elizabethans,  are  to  be 
found.  We  have  not  worked  out  any  new  varieties,  unless  Bernard 
Shaw's  challenging  mixture  of  farce,  comedy  of  wit,  and  propa- 
ganda is  to  be  called  a  new  type. 

In  this  survey  of  the  comedy  of  several  historic  epochs,  we  have 
noted  the  frequent  combinations  of  comedy  and  farce,  especially 
in  the  Greek  and  Roman  plays.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  dramatists  and 
critics  did  not  distinguish  between  the  two  until  the  time  of  the 
Restoration,  and  even  then  the  distinctions  were  not  at  first  the 
ones  which  we  should  make  to-day.  To  the  modern  critic,  farce  and 
comedy  are  different  forms,  and  though  they  are  still  frequently 
combined,  we  recognize  the  existence  of  a  type  of  humorous  play, 
low  in  its  appeal,  which  is  not  comedy  and  which  we  call  farce. 
Since  farce  is  now  recognized  as  having  certain  peculiar  character- 
istics of  its  own,  we  shall  not  consider  it  here  as  one  of  the  varieties 
of  comedy,  but  discuss  it  later  in  a  separate  chapter  as  one  of  the 
four  fundamental  dramatic  forms — tragedy,  comedy,  melodrama, 
and  farce. ^ 

Our  hurried  survey  of  what  various  notable  theater  audiences 
have  been  accustomed  to  expect  in  comedy  has  pointed  then,  to 
seven  different  ideas  of  this  form.  First,  there  was  the  Greek  mix- 
ture, which,  because  of  the  peculiarities  of  Greek  conditions  of  per- 
formance disappeared  from  the  popular  stage  more  than  two  thou- 
sand years  ago  and  which,  therefore,  we  need  not  consider.  There 
still  remain  the  Roman  type  which  depends  primarily  upon  in- 
trigue or  situation,  the  Elizabethan  romantic  comedy,  the  Jacobean 
realistic  or  satiric  comedy,  Moliere's  high  comedy  or  comedy  of 
character,  the  Restoration  comedy  of  wit  or  comedy  of  manners, 
and   the  eighteenth-  and   nineteenth-century   sentimental   comedy. 

It  is  the  presence  on  the  modern  stage  of  all  six  of  these  types 
of  comedy,  from  the  Roman  comedy  of  intrigue  or  situation  to  the 
eighteenth-century  sentimental  comedy,  which  makes  our  modern 
conception  of  the  form  such  a  miscellaneous  one.  Not  only  are 
there  examples  of  all  these  types  to  be  seen  in  our  theaters,  but 
modern  comedies  are  often  a  mixture  of  two  or  more  of  the  old 
types.^  It  is  no  wonder  that  one  has  great  difficulty  in  finding  out 
just  what  a  comedy  is. 

If  we  look  closely,  however,  at  these  six  types  of  comedy,  we 
shall  see  that  they  all  depend  upon  varying  combinations  of  two 
quite  different  sorts  of  appeal  to  the  audience.  The  first  is  an  ap- 

2  See  Chapter  IV. 

8  See  Section  H  of  this  Chapter  for  a  discussion  of  the  variety  of  modern  comedy. 
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peal  to  the  sense  of  humor,  to  the  sense  of  the  ridiculous.  In  the 
comedies  based  upon  this  appeal,  the  dramatist  makes  no  very 
serious  attempt  to  arouse  the  emotions  or  to  engage  strongly 
the  sympathies  of  the  audience;  he  tries  to  interest  them  mainly 
in  the  action  and  the  dialogue  of  each  particular  scene  in  and  for 
itself,  and  he  is  not  interested  in  rousing  any  deep  concern  about 
the  success  of  some  characters  and  the  failure  of  others.  Dramatists 
making  this  type  of  appeal  to  their  audience  almost  invariably  rely 
more  or  less  upon  satire.  Their  comedies  are  intellectual  rather 
than  emotional.  They  may  be  far  from  profound,  but  the  play- 
wright does  rely  upon  the  audience's  intelligent  perception  of  those 
contrasts,  incongruities,  and  inconsistencies  which  lead  to  laugh- 
ter, and  he  makes  little  attempt  to  arouse  the  sympathies  or  the 
admiration  or  the  pity  or  the  hatred  of  the  audience  for  any  of  the 
characters. 

The  second  general  type  of  appeal  found  in  comedy  is  the  op- 
posite of  the  first;  it  is  emotional  rather  than  intellectual.  In  the 
plays  dominated  by  this  type  of  appeal,  the  dramatist  tries  to  get 
his  audience  deeply  interested  in  the  outcome  of  the  action,  usually 
a  love  affair;  he  tries  to  build  up  a  strong  sympathy  for  certain 
characters  and  a  dislike  or  even  a  hatred  for  certain  others,  and 
he  relies  greatly  upon  the  feeling  of  satisfaction  and  delight  with 
which  the  audience  will  greet  the  happy  ending  of  the  play  and 
the  punishment  or  reformation  of  the  bad  characters.  In  such 
plays  the  dramatist  makes  comparatively  little  use  of  satire;  the 
audience  is  led  to  dislike  certain  characters  not  because  they  are 
satirized  but  because  they  are  depicted  as  morally  bad  (not  socially 
bad  as  in  the  intellectual  types  of  comedy)  and  because  they  are 
trying  to  thwart  the  good  characters  or  the  characters  with  whom 
the  audience  has  been  led  to  sympathize. 

Of  course  there  are  very  few,  if  any,  comedies  based  exclusively 
on  one  or  the  other  of  these  two  types  of  appeal;  most  plays  com- 
bine the  two.  But  in  the  combination  one  appeal  is  nearly  always 
utilized  much  more  extensively  than  the  other.  Congreve's  Way  of 
the  World  depends  mostly  upon  the  intellectual  appeal  and  makes 
very  little  use  of  sympathy  or  hatred,  or  a  strong  interest  in  the 
outcome  of  the  action.  The  same  is  true  of  Moliere's  Misanthrope 
and  Jonson's  Alchemist  and  The  Haunted  House  of  Plautus. 

On  the  other  hand,  Shakespeare's  As  You  Like  It,  though  it  con- 
tains a  certain  amount  of  satire  and  some  very  witty  dialogue, 
depends  primarily  upon  the  interest  of  the  audience  in  the  outcome 
of  the  story  and  its  strong  sympathy  for  some  characters,  like 
Rosalind,  and  its  dislike  of  others  like  Orlando's  wicked  brother, 
Oliver,  and  the  usurping  Duke  Frederick.  This  same  subordination 
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of  the  intellectual  to  the  emotional  is  characteristic  of  Twelfth 
Night  and  of  Cumberland's  West  Indian. 

The  six  general  types  which  we  have  noted  in  our  sketch  of 
comedy  from  Roman  to  modern  times  are  easily  classified  as  de- 
pending primarily  upon  either  the  emotional  or  the  intellectual 
type  of  appeal.  Thus  the  Roman  comedy  of  intrigue  or  situation, 
the  Jacobean  realistic  or  satiric  comedy,  Moliere's  high  comedy  or 
comedy  of  character,  and  the  Restoration  comedy  of  wit  or  comedy 
of  manners  depend  chiefly  upon  the  intellectual  appeal.  Shake- 
speare's romantic  comedy  and  the  eighteenth-century  sentimental 
comedy  depend  chiefly  upon  the  emotional  appeal. 

This  discussion  of  the  six  main  types  of  comedy  and  of  the  two 
fundamental  types  of  appeal  found  in  them  has  not  brought  us  to 
a  definition  of  the  form.  Many  definitions  might  be  quoted,  but 
they  would  all  be  found  to  be  either  historic  definitions  referring 
to  comedies  of  certain  periods  and  inapplicable  to  others,  or  mod- 
ern definitions  which,  in  attempting  to  include  all  types,  have  been 
made  too  general  to  be  helpful  or  have  been  made  specific  at  the 
cost  of  the  dogmatic  exclusion  of  many  plays  which  their  authors 
have  called  comedies  and  which  the  audience  has  accepted  as  such. 
So  long  as  so  many  different  types  of  comedy  continue  to  appear 
on  our  stage  either  in  their  historic  forms  or  in  modern  combina- 
tions, it  is  unlikely  that  any  satisfactory  definition  of  the  form  will 
be  framed. 

If  the  student  of  the  drama  remembers  that,  in  general,  comedy 
makes  a  less  exalted  appeal  and  a  less  profound  analysis  of  human 
emotions  than  tragedy,  that  it  deals  more  honestly  and  less  ir- 
responsibly with  its  material  than  farce  and  melodrama,  and  if 
he  becomes  familiar  with  the  fundamental  characteristics  and  typi- 
cal aims  of  the  six  general  historic  types  of  comedy  and  with  the 
two  fundamental  types  of  comic  appeal  upon  which  they  are  based, 
he  will  probably  have  a  fuller  understanding  of  this  form  of  drama 
than  could  be  gained  from  any  study  of  that  ideal  definition  of 
comedy  which  no  one  has  yet  succeeded  in  formulating. 

A.  GREEK  COMEDY 

In  comedy,  as  in  tragedy,  the  drama  of  the  ancient  Greeks  marks 
the  beginning.  The  plays  of  Aristophanes  bear  much  the  same  re- 
lationship to  comic  tradition  that  those  of  ^schylus,  Sophocles,  and 
Euripides  bear  to  the  tradition  of  tragedy.  Long  before  the  rest 
of  Europe  knew  any  recorded  culture,  the  Greeks  were  watching 
the  production  of  comedies  which  already  made  use  of  most  of 
the  comic  devices  known  to  the  modern  stage. 

Greek   comedy   belongs   to   approximately   the   same   period   as 
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Greek  tragedy,*  although  its  chief  poet,  Aristophanes,  was  not  born 
until  after  the  death  of  ^schylus.  Most  of  his  comedies  were  writ- 
ten for  the  same  audience  which  watched  the  plays  of  Euripides, 
and  the  physical  theater  and  the  general  background  of  the  pro- 
duction were  much  the  same  in  the  Athens  of  Aristophanes  as  in 
the  Athens  of  iEschylus  and  Sophocles. 

In  its  origin  and  in  the  circumstances  of  its  production,  Greek 
comedy,  like  tragedy,  was  religious.  It  grew  out  of  and  was  always 
associated  with  the  worship  of  Dionysus,  or  Bacchus.  Like  tragedy 
it  was  performed  in  the  public  theater  about  the  altar  of  Dionysus; 
its  production  was  organized  and  financed  by  the  state;  and  it  was 
given  on  the  same  occasions  as  tragedy,  as  part  of  the  dramatic 
contests  at  the  two  annual  festivals  of  Dionysus.^ 

Tragedy  had  its  origins  in  the  lamentations  associated  with  the 
worship  of  Dionysus,  but  comedy  sprang  from  the  revels  in  his 
honor  as  god  of  wine,  fruitfulness,  and  reproduction.  We  have 
seen  how  different  the  Greek  conception  of  religion  was  from  ours 
in  its  application  to  tragedy;  in  comedy  the  contrast  is  even  more 
striking.  It  was  from  the  drunken  and  licentious  phase  of  the  wor- 
ship of  Dionysus'  pious  devotees,  from  the  boisterous  phallic  per- 
formances at  his  festivals  that  comedy  developed,  and  the  marks 
of  this  origin  are  on  all  the  plays  of  Aristophanes.  Phalluses  were 
regularly  worn,  the  figures  of  the  actors  were  padded  to  make 
them  appear  grotesque,  the  action  was  sometimes  of  the  broadest 
sort,  and  the  lines  were  often  gross  and  scurrilous.  Not  precisely 
what  we  should  call  religious,  but  we  must  remember  that  this 
was  the  tone  of  the  Dionysiac  festival.  Without  these  features  the 
comedies  would  have  lost  their  appropriateness;  they  would  have 
seemed  flat  and  unseasonable  to  the  audience. 

All  this  must  not  be  taken  to  mean  that  the  plays  of  Aristophanes 
were  simply  dramatized  orgies.  Though  traces  of  the  orgy  are  un- 
doubtedly to  be  found  in  them,  other  elements  are  much  more 
important.  Satire  is  perhaps  the  most  prominent  characteristic  of 

*  In  this  discussion,  we  shall  always  use  the  term  Greek  comedy  to  refer  to  the 
plays  of  Aristophanes,  the  only  comic  dramatist  of  ancient  Greece  whose  plays  are 
extant.  The  times  and  conditions  of  production  referred  to  are  those  of  his  plays. 
As  a  matter  of  fact,  there  were  really  three  periods  of  Greek  comedy,  the  Old  Comedy 
(about  470-390  B.  c.)  of  which  Aristophanes  was  the  chief  exponent,  the  Middle 
Comedy  (about  390-320  B.C.),  and  the  New  Comedy  (about  320-250  B.C.).  The 
Old  Comedy  is  the  only  type  of  which  complete  plays  have  been  preseived — those 
of  Aristophanes.  There  are,  however,  references  to  and  extant  fragments  of  the  work 
of  many  other  writers  of  comedy,  and  from  these  records  we  know  that  the  three 
types  of  comedy  were  different  in  purpose  and  structure.  The  only  name,  besides 
that  of  Aristophanes,  of  any  significance  in  a  brief  survey  like  this,  is  Menander.  He 
lived  342-291  B.  c.  and  was  the  most  important  writer  of  the  New  Comedy.  Though 
none  of  his  plays  is  extant  in  its  entirety,  there  are  many  fragments. 

^  See  p.  23. 
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Greek  comedy.  The  comic  dramatist  was  allowed  a  freedom  in 
ridicule  which  is  unknown  on  the  modern  stage.  He  could  attack 
anything  he  saw  fit — the  rulers  of  Athens,  the  education  of  the 
time  and  its  leading  exponents,  the  most  cherished  social  customs 
of  the  people,  the  most  essential  policies  of  the  state.  Aristophanes 
attacked  specifically  and  by  name  the  most  powerful  men  in  Athens. 
In  the  midst  of  a  war  he  protested  against  the  conflict  and  ridiculed 
the  generals  and  soldiers.  Nations  at  war  usually  execute  men  for 
exercising  such  freedom,  though  nowadays  we  have  attained  a 
broad-mindedness  which  allows  them  to  suffer  nothing  more  than 
imprisonment  and  mob  violence.  In  ancient  Athens  the  state  not 
only  permitted  such  freedom  of  speech  but  financed  the  j)lays  in 
which  it  was  exercised. 

This  satiric  indictment  of  individuals  and  institutions  was  the 
essence  of  the  comedy  of  Aristophanes.  In  a  way,  it  performed 
something  of  the  critical  functions  of  the  best  type  of  independent 
modern  newspaper  by  exercising  freely  the  right  of  criticism  on 
any  subject.  But  no  newspaper  article  or  cartoon  can  be  so  vivid 
or  outspoken  as  Aristophanes'  attack  on  the  powerful  demagogue, 
Cleon,  in  his  Knights.  Nearly  any  form  of  indictment  or  ridicule 
was  open  to  the  comic  dramatist.  He  was  handicapped  scarcely  at 
all  by  plot;  his  attack  could  be  the  keenest  satire  or  the  most  ridicu- 
lous burlesque,  or  both;  he  could  use  violent  action  and  comic 
songs;  and,  when  he  liked,  he  could  drop  his  satiric  attack  and  his 
buffoonery  entirely  and  turn  to  lyric  verse  whose  beauty  was  wholly 
unrelated  to  his  attack. 

In  structure  Greek  comedy  was,  of  course,  utterly  unlike  modern 
drama.  It  had  some  elements  in  common  with  Greek  tragedy — 
the  chorus,  the  restrictions  and  advantages  of  the  peculiar  theater, 
the  masks,  the  song  and  dance — but  still  its  plan  differed  nearly 
as  much  as  its  tone.  Though  Aristophanes  often  varied  the  struc- 
ture of  his  comedies  to  suit  his  particular  purpose,  the  general  out- 
line was  always  the  same.  The  plays  began  with  a  scene  between 
two  or  three  actors  in  which  the  setting  and  the  general  situation 
were  outHned.  (There  were  no  programs,  of  course,  and  unlike  the 
tragedies,  Greek  comedies  were  not  based  on  familiar  myths.) 
Then  the  chorus  appeared,  singing  its  entrance  song.  This  chorus 
consisted  of  twenty-four  men,  and  its  conduct  and  appearance  were 
quite  different  from  those  of  the  tragic  chorus.  It  was  boisterous 
and  ridiculous,  and  its  members  were  often  dressed  in  outlandish 
costumes.  In  one  play  they  represented  men  riding  ostriches;  in 
Aristophanes'  Frogs,  they  were  dressed  to  resemble  frogs;  and 
in  his  Birds,  they  were  decked  out  in  plumage.  After  the  chorus 
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had  sung  its  entrance  song,  it  remained  in  the  orchestra  until  the 
end  of  the  play. 

In  the  third  scene  of  the  typical  Greek  comedy,  two  rival  actors 
engaged  in  a  contention  (called  the  agon)  upon  some  subject  which 
was  central  to  the  play:  war  and  peace,  the  government  of  the 
city,  or  the  new  type  of  education.  At  the  close  of  this  scene,  in 
which  one  character  was  always  victorious,  the  actors  withdrew, 
and  the  chorus  came  forward  to  sing  its  chief  song.  In  this  song 
the  comic  poet  often  attacked  members  of  the  audience  by  name; 
it  had  little  connection  with  the  rest  of  the  play,  but  was  a  personal 
appeal  or  attack  by  the  dramatist.  Following  this  song,  called  the 
parabasis,  there  were  several  short  scenes  separated  by  choral  songs. 
These  scenes  developed  further  the  subject  which  had  been  the 
basis  of  the  argument  between  the  two  actors  in  the  third  part  of 
the  play.  The  final  part  of  the  comedy  was  the  last  song  and  the 
withdrawal  of  the  chorus,  generally  accompanied  by  wild  revelry. 

This  general  plan  indicates  the  characteristic  lack  of  plot  in 
Greek  comedy.  Aristophanes  was  usually  concerned  with  attack- 
ing some  individual,  his  ideas,  and  his  works,  or  with  showing 
the  absurdities  or  advantages  of  certain  policies.  The  looseness  of 
the  form  allowed  him  to  do  this  in  almost  any  way  he  pleased.  In 
The  Clouds,  in  which  he  attacked  Socrates,  one  scene  showed  the 
great  teacher  in  his  "Thinking  Shop"  with  a  would-be  pupil.  Soc- 
rates directs  the  pupil  to  lie  on  his  couch  and  think  out  a  theory, 
but  the  couch  is  so  infested  with  fleas  that  the  pupil  can  only  toss 
about  in  misery  while  Socrates  calls  out,  "Are  you  thinking.?"  In 
The  Frogs,  ^Eschylus  and  Euripides  have  a  contest  in  hell  to  see 
which  is  the  greater  poet.  They  take  turns  spouting  verses  into  a 
pair  of  scales.  In  Lysistrata,  which  was  written  while  Athens  was 
fighting  the  Peloponnesian  War,  Aristophanes  attacks  war.  The 
women  of  Athens  decide  that  the  war  must  stop,  and  to  enforce 
their  decision  on  the  men  they  go  on  what  Gilbert  Seldes  called  a 
"sex  strike." 

These  scenes  are  broad  farce,  but  Aristophanes  could  make  equal 
use  in  his  comedies  of  higher  forms  of  art,  like  the  magnificent 
poetry  of  the  chorus  in  The  Birds,  the  brilliant  parodies  of  the 
style  of  Euripides'  verse  in  The  Frogs,  or  of  the  verse  of  Agathon 
in  Thesmophoriazusce.  This  free  adaptation  of  various  types  of 
appeal  is  one  of  the  most  outstanding  characteristics  of  Greek 
comedy.  No  modern  dramatic  type  allows  such  freedom. 

For  the  modern  reader  of  Aristophanes,  the  great  difficulty  lies 
in  his  unfamiliarity  with  the  contemporary  events  and  contemporary 
personalities  so  important  to  the  comedies.  The  allusions  are  so 
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local  and  personal  that  footnotes  are  necessary  for  almost  every 
verse.  These  references  are  not  merely  incidental,  but,  as  we  have 
seen,  usually  fundamental  to  the  whole  purpose  of  the  play.  The 
difficulty  does  not  end  with  a  multitude  of  footnotes,  for  many 
of  the  allusions  are  too  subtle  for  brief  explanation.  Aristophanes 
often  amused  his  audience  by  clever  parodies  of  other  poets,  es- 
pecially Euripides.  No  notes  can  adequately  illuminate  these  pas- 
sages; they  demand  a  familiarity  with  the  sound  of  the  verse  par- 
odied; even  Greek  scholars  do  not  always  find  their  knowledge 
of  Aristophanes'  contemporaries  quite  adequate. 

This  unfamiliarity  with  the  politics  and  the  personalities  of  fourth- 
century  Athens  is  usually  too  great  a  handicap  for  the  modern 
reader  who  wants  to  find  an  adequate  sample  of  Greek  comedy 
in  one  play.  It  is  only  after  some  study  of  the  times  and  the  read- 
ing of  several  plays  that  the  great  comic  genius  of  Aristophanes  is 
revealed.  Such  a  study  is  eminently  worth  while,  but  if  the  limits 
of  a  hasty  survey  make  it  impossible,  the  preeminence  of  Greek 
comedy  must  be  accepted  on  the  testimony  of  later  ages. 

After  more  than  two  thousand  years  the  purifying  laughter  of 
Aristophanes  can  still  be  heard.  Recently  one  of  his  plays,  revised 
for  the  modern  stage  and  the  modern  audience  by  Gilbert  Seldes,^ 
was  a  great  success  in  the  American  theater.  After  one  had  seen 
this  old  play,  the  modern  comedies  of  the  season  seemed  petty 
and  savorless,  simple  childish  jokes  or  puny  attacks  on  trivial  af- 
fairs. Aristophanes  seemed  to  have  something  more  vital  to  say 
than  our  playwrights  have;  his  attacks  had  an  irresistible  power; 
and  better  than  any  of  his  successors  he  knew  that  "laughter  is 
man's  greatest  and  most  neglected  weapon." 

B.  ROMAN  COMEDY 

Roman  drama  was  a  more  or  less  slavish,  more  or  less  courageous 
adaptation  of  Greek  tragedy  and  comedy  to  the  low  culture  level 
of  Latin  audiences.  In  the  case  of  tragedy,  where  numerous  ex- 
amples of  Greek,  and  a  relatively  small  number  of  tragedies  in 
Latin  survive,  it  is  possible  to  study  the  exact  relationships  be- 
tween the  originals  and  the  imitations  and  adaptations.  In  the  case 
of  comedy  we  are  not  so  happily  situated,  since  there  is  extant 
no  complete  Greek  comedy  later  than  those  of  Aristophanes.'^  It 

^  Lysistrata,  produced  first  in  Philadelphia  and  then  in  New  York  in  1930.  Later 
it  was  performed  in  numerous  other  cities. 

^  In  recent  years,  three  plays  of  Menander,  discovered  in  highly  fragmentary 
condition,  have  added  considerably  to  our  knowledge  of  his  art  and  style.  For  a 
translation  of  these  lately  discovered  papyri,  see  Menander;  the  Principal  Fragments. 
With  a  translation  bv  F.  G.  Allinson.   (London:  Heinemann,  1921.) 
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is  certain,  however,  that  the  extant  Roman  comedies  of  Plautus 
and  Terence  were  deeply  indebted  to  those  of  Menander,  Philemon, 
and  other  writers  of  New  Greek  Comedy,  and  one  of  the  reasons 
for  the  significance  of  Roman  comedy  is  that  it  furnishes  the  ma- 
terial for  a  hypothetical  reconstruction  of  Greek  comedies  which 
exist  only  in  fragmentary  form.  On  the  other  hand,  since  it  was 
through  the  extant  comedies  of  Plautus  and  Terence  that  the  tra- 
ditions of  realistic  comedy  were  transmitted  to  the  Renaissance,  a 
study  of  these  plays  and  the  type  of  theater  in  which  they  were 
produced  is  justifiable,  quite  aside  from  the  crude  but  efficient  na- 
ture of  the  plays  themselves. 

From  what  can  be  gleaned  of  the  nature  of  New  Greek  Comedy 
from  the  rich  fragmentary  remains  and  adaptation  and  imitation 
of  it  by  Plautus  and  Terence,  it  was  a  comedy  which  differed 
from  the  Old  Greek  Comedy  of  Aristophanes  in  its  exclusion  of 
fantasy  and  extravaganza,  in  its  omission  of  personal  satire  and 
travesty,  and  in  the  minimizing  of  the  element  of  literary  satire. 
It  was,  in  fact,  something  like  realistic  domestic  comedy  of  con- 
temporary Greek  life.  Its  materials  were  found  in  events,  common 
or  uncommon,  involving  familiar  current  types, — fathers,  wives, 
their  children,  their  sweethearts  and  lovers,  and  such  circumstan- 
tial figures  as  the  braggart  soldier,  the  parasite,  the  slave-owner, 
the  panderess.  The  events  were  of  the  sort  that  might,  with  con- 
siderable assistance  of  coincidence  and  luck,  conceivably  have  hap- 
pened to  one's  next-door  neighbors  in  Athens  or  Sparta.  The 
models  for  Roman  comedy,  then,  were  fairly  coherent,  fairly  adroit 
comedies  of  contemporary  life,  with  considerable  attention  to  char- 
acterization along  pretty  strictly  typical  lines. 

The  Theater 

Like  Roman  comedy  itself,  the  theater  in  which  the  plays  of 
Plautus  and  Terence  were  performed  was  an  adaptation  of  Greek 
or  Hellenistic  models.  The  stage  had  been  thrust  forward  until  the 
orchestra  was  no  longer  a  full  circle  but  a  semicircle.  In  conse- 
quence, the  auditorium  itself  had  become  semicircular  in  nature, 
probably  to  improve  the  sight-lines  of  the  spectators.  The  stage 
was  probably  on  a  level  with  the  seats  in  the  first  row  of  the  audi- 
torium, and  the  level  of  the  orchestra  had  been  sunk  four  or  five 
feet.  The  stage  was  a  long  platform,  deeper  than  that  of  the  Greek 
theater,  but  still  permitting  much  freer  movement  from  side  to 
side  than  from  front  to  backstage.  The  back  wall  of  the  stage  (the 
front  wall  of  the  actors'  dressing-rooms)  was,  at  least  until  the 
Roman  theaters  were  roofed  over,  faced  with  ornamental  pillars 
and  pilasters,  and  studded  with  three  doors  for  entrances  and  exits. 
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When  the  Roman  theater  was  roofed  over,  either  temporarily  (with 
canvas  awnings)  or  permanently,  the  back  wall  of  the  stage  had 
to  be  carried  up  three  or  four  stories  to  furnish  a  support  for  the 
roof,  and  the  ornamentation  of  pillars  and  pilasters  was  extended 
to  cover  the  necessary  wall  space.  The  stage,  then,  represented  an 
elongated  open  space,  somewhat  like  a  street  with  three  doors  open- 
ing upon  it,  conceivably  representing  the  entrances  to  the  houses 
of  close  neighbors.  The  entrances  at  either  end  of  the  stage  might 
be  used  by  dramatists  to  suggest  arrival  or  departure  from  im- 
portant off-stage  points  like  the  market  place  or  the  harbor.  But 
whatever  action  was  represented  had  to  be  thought  of  as  occurring, 
not  inside  a  public  building  or  a  private  dwelling,  but  in  an  open 
street  or  on  the  doorstep  of  one  of  the  private  dwellings,  and  this 
convention  of  staging  frequently  forced  upon  the  dramatist  vary- 
ingly  ingenious  explanations  for  the  transactions  of  intimate  busi- 
ness in  the  open  street. 

The  production  of  Roman  comedy  in  such  a  theater  as  we  have 
described  followed,  it  would  seem,  the  lines  established  for  the 
performance  of  New  Greek  Comedy.  Since  the  Romans  themselves 
classified  their  comedies  as  either  palliata  or  togata,  on  the  basis  of 
whether  the  Greek  pallium  or  the  Roman  toga  was  worn  by  the 
characters,  it  is  obvious  that  Roman  comedies  in  which  there  was 
some  pretense  that  the  locale  and  characters  were  Greek  were 
garbed  in  what  the  Roman  producers  considered  correct  Greek 
attire.  Another  extremely  important  convention  inherited  from  the 
Greek  theater  was  the  use  of  masks  for  all  the  characters.  The  New 
Greek  Comedy  had  already  developed  an  elaborate  series  of  character- 
masks;  there  were,  for  instance,  eleven  types  of  masks  for  young 
men,  and  fourteen  for  young  women.  It  is  almost  certain  that 
this  complicated  equipment  of  masks  was  not  taken  over  com- 
pletely by  the  producers  of  Roman  comedy,  but  it  is  certain  that  a 
considerable  number  of  them  was  regarded  as  necessary  for  the 
proper  presentation  of  Roman  comedies  of  the  palliata  type. 

The  Audience 

Conclusions  as  to  the  nature  of  Roman  audiences  have  to  be 
derived,  in  the  main,  from  internal  evidence  in  the  plays  that  have 
come  down  to  us.  This  evidence  points,  in  general,  to  an  audience 
infinitely  less  cultivated  and  subtle  than  that  which  listened  to 
Athenian  tragedy  or  Aristophanic  comedy,  or  followed  the  subtle 
shadings  of  the  comedies  of  Menander.  In  the  first  place,  the  elab- 
orate prologues  which  accompany  most  of  the  comedies  of  Plautus, 
whether  or  not  they  are  from  his  own  hand,  indicate  that  the 
audience  could  not  be  trusted  completely  to  follow  the  main  out- 
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lines  of  the  plot  without  having  them  explained  in  advance.  More- 
over, the  attempt  to  win  the  audience  over  to  a  friendly  state  of 
mind  by  means  of  crude  and  coarse  jesting  in  the  prologue  and 
the  willingness  to  interrupt  the  action  with  direct  appeals  from 
characters  to  the  audience  suggest  a  rather  crude  and  insensitive 
audience.  In  the  plays  themselves  the  general  coarsening  of  the 
devices  and  effects  and  the  drawing  out  to  an  interminable  length 
of  a  single  comic  situation  seem  to  be  appeals  to  an  audience  much 
less  cultivated  than  that  of  Old  or  New  Greek  Comedy. 

The  Plays 

Nevertheless,  both  for  themselves  and  for  their  influence,  the 
comedies  of  Plautus  and  Terence  are  worth  some  attention.  Pos- 
sibly the  most  signijficant  of  the  characteristics  of  these  plays  is  the 
constant  and,  on  the  whole,  effective  use  of  stock  characters.  From 
New  Greek  Comedy,  Roman  Comedy  took  over  a  fairly  elaborate 
set  of  type  characters,  distinguished  by  simply  emphasized  traits  of 
temperament,  and  differentiated,  for  the  most  inattentive  theater- 
goer, by  distinctive  costumes  and  wigs  and  masks.  The  somewhat 
rough  and  ready  adaptations  of  Plautus  and  Terence  were  seem- 
ingly negligent  of  the  most  subtle  distinctions  in  Greek  comic 
characterization,  but  the  surviving  plays  furnish  forth  a  goodly 
company  of  types  that,  since  the  Renaissance,  have  done  duty  again 
and  again  in  realistic,  satirical,  or  even  sentimental  comedy.  Of  these 
major  types  we  may  mention  two  types  of  fathers,  respectively  se- 
vere and  indulgent,  two  types  of  wives  (and  mothers)  shrewish 
and  kindly,  the  amorous  spendthrift  hero,  capable  or  incapable  of 
reform  in  marriage,  the  witty  resourceful  servant,  the  lazy  cow- 
ardly slave,  the  pander er  or  panderess,  the  parasite,  the  cook  (na- 
tive or  foreign),  and  the  boastful  soldier.^ 

It  is  perhaps  in  the  characterization  of  young  heroines  that  the 
Roman  borrowing  from  the  storehouse  of  Greek  types  was  most 
slavish.  The  convention  that  all  the  represented  action  in  New 
Greek  Comedy  should  take  place  in  the  street  was  a  serious  handi- 
cap in  the  depiction  of  feminine  characters,  since  Greek  mores  dis- 
couraged the  appearance  on  the  street  of  young  women  of  good 
character.  The  Greek  playwright,  then,  had  to  circumvent  this 
handicap  in  one  of  a  number  of  ways;  he  frequently  presented  his 
heroine  at  first  as  a  girl  enslaved  or  in  suspect  circumstances,  and, 

^  On  the  type  of  the  boastful  soldier  are  based  the  Miles  Gloriosis  of  Plautus  and  the 
Ralph  Roister  Doister  of  Nicholas  Udall.  A  reading  of  these  plays  illustrates  vividly 
the  impact  of  the  Plautine  tradition  on  English  comedy  in  the  sixteenth  century.  An 
even  more  accessible  illustration  of  this  influence  is  that  of  Plautus'  Metieechmi  on 
Shakespeare's  Comedy  of  Errors. 
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then,  by  a  series  of  revelations  provided  her  with  a  good  reputa- 
tion and  Greek  parentage,  and  thus  made  possible  her  legal  union 
w^ith  the  hero.  Even  among  women  of  bad  reputation,  the  Greeks 
and  their  Roman  adaptors  made  a  distinction  that  has  become  time- 
honored  in  the  drama,  that  between  the  mercenary  evil  woman 
and  the  woman  whose  kindliness  of  heart  tends  to  redeem,  for  an 
indulgent  or  sentimental  audience,  the  evil  of  her  ways. 

The  plots  of  Roman  comedy  consist,  in  the  main,  of  the  permu- 
tations and  combinations  of  such  chess-like  figures.  If  a  certain 
conventionality  of  situation  and  plot  is  apparent,  it  is  not  surpris- 
ing. The  imbroglios  of  spendthrift  sons  with  lively  young  women 
and  stern  parents;  the  machinations  of  clever  servants  to  extricate 
their  young  masters  from  situations  in  which  their  passion  or 
their  stupidity  has  landed  them;  the  adventures  and  recoveries  of 
long-lost  children;  the  incidental  humors  of  rascally  and  stupid 
servants  and  kitchen-hire,  or  of  the  hangers-on  of  the  wealthy:  the 
parasite  and  the  boastful  soldier;  the  separation  of  lovers  by  well- 
meaning  but  narrow-minded  parents — these  themes  recur  almost 
monotonously  in  the  Roman  comedies  of  intrigue. 

It  is  to  the  credit  of  Plautus  and  Terence  that,  despite  the  basic 
conventionality  of  their  characters  and  situations,  they  should  have 
been  able  to  attain  a  considerable  variety  of  eflFect.  The  most  com- 
mon mood  of  Roman  comedy  may  truthfully  be  said  to  be  harsh, 
insensitive,  matter-of-fact  and  somewhat  coarse-grained.  But  one 
encounters,  even  in  Plautus,  surprising  incursions  of  sentimentality 
(as  in  the  Adelphi)  or  of  the  paraphernalia  and  atmosphere  of 
romanticism  (as  in  his  Rudens,  The  Rope). 

The  works  of  Plautus  and  Terence  are  not  great  or  original 
enough  to  attract  the  attention  or  admiration  of  any  but  students 
of  Roman  life  and  literature.  But,  though  their  intrinsic  values  may 
not  be  great,  these  rather  rough  and  ready  comedies,  these  an- 
achronistic transplantings  of  Greek  life  and  culture,  have  proved 
tremendously  important  as  influences  and  models  for  later  com- 
edy. Their  urban  domestic  nature,  their  preoccupation  with  the  for- 
tunes of  lovers,  with  the  adjustments  between  parents  and  chil- 
dren, between  wealthy  men  and  their  hangers-on,  have  directed 
the  attention  of  writers  of  comedy  away  from  the  fantastic,  satiri- 
cal, bawdy,  lyrical  comedy  of  Aristophanes,  to  a  type  of  comedy 
of  a  satirical  or  sentimental  sort  that  approximates  more  or  less 
closely  the  tone  and  manners  of  bourgeois  existence. 

In  the  Middle  Ages,  certain  of  the  plays  of  Terence  sank  to  the 
indignity  of  text-books.  It  was  only  with  the  Renaissance  that  there 
came  to  be  any  wide-spread  interest  in  these  plays  as  dramas  to  be 
acted  and  imitated.  In  the  history  of  the  drama  of  the  Renaissance, 
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no  influence  in  the  writing  of  comedy  is  perhaps  so  important  as 
that  revealed  in  the  reading,  presentation,  and  imitation  of  Roman 
comedy.*^  And  even  though  sixteenth-century  English  Comedy, 
in  the  hands  of  Dekker,  Robert  Greene,  and  preeminently  Shake- 
speare, was  definitely  romantic  and  not  classical,  the  Roman  tradi- 
tion was  manifest  in  the  realistic  satirical  urban  domestic  comedy 
of  Chapman  and  Jonson  and  their  followers  in  the  early  seventeenth 
century,  in  French  comedy  of  the  seventeenth  century  and  its  imi- 
tations in  Restoration  England,  and  in  high  comedy  of  the  eight- 
eenth and  nineteenth  centuries.  Characters  and  plots  that  stem 
from  Menander  and  Plautus  still  move  upon  the  stage  of  the  world, 
and  Farquhar's  Archer  and  Aimwell  and  Goldsmith's  Hastings 
and  Young  Marlow  would  not  find  themselves  alien  to  the  atmos- 
phere of  either  New  Greek  or  Roman  Comedy. 

C.  MEDIEVAL  COMEDY 

We  noted  in  our  study  of  tragedy  that  the  drama  of  the  Greeks 
and  Romans  was  completely  stamped  out  by  the  barbarians  and 
the  early  Christian  Church,  and  that  when  drama  appeared  again 
— the  drama  from  which  ours  has  grown — it  began  as  a  part  of  the 
service  of  the  Church  and  developed  into  those  great  cycles  of  plays 
which,  in  fourteenth-  and  fifteenth-century  England,  were  pre- 
sented by  the  gilds  at  Whitsuntide  or  on  Corpus  Christi  Day. 
Though  these  plays  were  based  on  the  biblical  narrative  (not  noted 
for  its  humor)  and  presented  on  religious  occasions,  many  of  them 
contain  episodes  deliberately  made  humorous.  A  few  of  them  are 
really  well-developed  short  comedies. 

This  comic  element  is  often  a  surprise  if  not  a  shock  to  the  mod- 
ern reader.  The  religion  associated  with  Greek  comedy  is  an  un- 
familiar one  in  which  drunken  revelry  might  well  have  a  part; 
Latin  comedy  had  no  religious  significance;  but  medieval  comedy 
is  associated  with  a  religion  which  does  not  make  much  of  revelry, 
a  religion  with  which  we  are  more  or  less  familiar,  but  which  we 
have  never  seen  propagated  by  means  of  comic  scenes.  The  explana- 
tion of  this  apparent  irreverence  does  not  lie  in  the  peculiar  presen- 
tation of  the  plays,  or  in  the  organization  of  life  in  the  Middle 
Ages;  ^°  it  lies  primarily  in  the  psychology  of  the  medieval  man, 
dramatist  and  spectator  alike,  and  secondly  in  the  concern  of  the 
early  playwrights  to  bring  the  biblical  events  close  home  to  the 
audience  by   expanding   the    stories   to    demonstrate   that   ancient 

®  Inquisitive  students  will  find   the   details  of  this   revival  traced  in  Malcolm  W. 
Wallace,   The  Birthe  of  Hercules   (Chicago:   Scott,   Foresman  and  Company,   1903). 
10  See  Chanter  II,  Section  B 
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Hebrews  and  Egyptians  and  Romans  were  not  very  different  from 
fourteenth-century  Englishmen. 

Five  hundred  years  ago  reHgion  and  the  Church  were  much 
more  famiHar  everyday  affairs  to  our  ancestors  in  York  and  Chester 
than  they  are  to  us.  We  have  seen  how  powerful  and  all-embracing 
the  Church  of  the  Middle  Ages  was.  We  could  scarcely  expect  the 
medieval  Christian  to  maintain  a  consistent  attitude  of  reverent 
veneration  toward  an  organization  which  was  so  familiar,  so  much 
a  part  of  his  daily  life.  A  man  may  sustain  a  hushed  reverence  for 
an  hour  or  two  a  week  perhaps,  but  it  cannot  be  done  hour  after 
hour  and  day  after  day — at  least  not  if  the  man  has  a  sense  of 
humor — and  medieval  Englishmen  certainly  had.  Furthermore,  the 
Church,  which  usually  had  a  pretty  accurate  idea  of  the  capacity  of 
its  communicants,  did  not  expect  solemn,  unwavering  reverence. 
There  might  be  a  few  who  could  maintain  such  an  attitude,  but 
the  medieval  church  was  a  universal  church,  and  the  average  com- 
municant was  the  average  citizen.  Many  examples  of  this  broad 
tolerance  have  come  down  to  us. 

The  hundreds  of  medieval  cathedrals  and  parish  churches  which 
are  still  standing  in  England  are  full  of  them.  These  buildings 
are  adorned  with  all  the  beautiful  and  endless  detail  which  is  one 
of  the  characteristics  of  Gothic  architecture — carvings  on  capitals 
and  screens  and  choir  stalls,  stained  glass  in  the  great  windows, 
wrought  iron  in  chapel  gates.  Most  of  this  decoration,  as  we  should 
expect,  is  sacred  in  character,  depicting  saints  and  angels,  biblical 
scenes  and  martyrdoms.  But  not  all  of  it.  The  thousands  of  medie- 
val English  workmen  who  spent  so  many  years  patiently  creating 
the  great  beauty  of  the  Gothic  cathedrals  could  work  with  the  ut- 
most reverence,  as  when  they  produced  the  great  windows  of 
York  Minster  or  the  figures  in  the  angel  choir  at  Lincoln,  but  they 
could  also  forget  their  reverence  and  carve  or  paint  with  an  hilarious 
abandon.  On  the  end  of  a  pew  in  one  village  church  there  is  carved 
a  cat  playing  a  fiddle,  while  nearby  a  cow  jumps  over  the  moon. 
This  certainly  was  not  calculated  to  inspire  reverence  in  any  villager 
who  gazed  at  it  while  mass  was  being  said.  In  the  cathedral  at  Ely 
is  a  wood-carving  of  Herodias  before  Herod,  but  Herodias  is  not 
dancing;  she  is  turning  a  somersault.  Within  a  few  feet  of  the 
famous  shrine  in  the  cathedral  at  St.  Albans  is  a  carving  of  a  milk- 
maid milking  her  cow.  At  Boston,  in  Lincolnshire,  is  a  wood- 
carving  of  a  fox  dressed  up  in  the  vestments  of  a  bishop,  standing 
with  his  crozier  in  a  pulpit  and  preaching  to  an  audience  of  five 
hens  and  a  cock.  In  a  fourteenth-century  stained  glass  window  at 
Selby  Abbey,  two  monkeys  stand  beside  a  table  ready  to  cut  up 
the  bodv  of  a  third  monkey  which  lies  on  the  table  between  them. 
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A  carving  at  Worcester  depicts  an  altar  upon  which  a  sheep's 
head  lies,  and  beside  it  stands  a  fox,  in  vestments,  saying  grace. 

All  these  little  pleasantries  of  the  medieval  workman  were  tol- 
erated by  the  Church.  The  churchmen  watched  them  at  their  work 
and  paid  them  when  they  had  finished,  as  hundreds  of  accounts 
show.  It  is  this  same  attitude  of  easy  familiarity,  this  feeling  that 
the  commonest  scenes  of  everyday  life  and  even  caricatures  of 
churchmen  and  holy  offices  are  not  out  of  place  in  sacred  surround- 
ings, that  we  find  in  the  comic  scenes  of  the  mystery  plays.  Side 
by  side  in  medieval  life  we  find  the  sacred  and  the  profane,  and 
we  cannot  escape  the  conclusion  that  these  violent  contrasts,  some- 
times shocking  to  us,  gave  a  keen  delight  to  the  medieval  Christian. 

In  the  plays,  the  comic  scenes  which  stand  out  so  sharply  from 
their  pious  background  are  often  intended  to  do  more  than  simply 
create  merriment.  Many  of  them  obviously  strive  to  make  the  Bible 
stories  more  vivid,  more  convincing,  by  adding  details  familiar  to 
the  unlettered  audience.  Such  details  may  be  touching  in  their 
naive  sincerity,  as  in  the  Wakefield  Second  Shepherds'  Play,  where 
the  shepherds  offer  the  new-born  Christ  child  gifts  of  a  bunch 
of  cherries,  a  bird,  and  a  tennis  ball;  but  they  are  more  likely  to 
be  amusing,  as  in  the  play  of  The  Deluge  at  Chester,  where  the  sons 
of  Noah  drag  their  mother,  kicking  and  struggling,  into  the  ark; 
or  where  one  of  the  devils  in  hell  proposes  marriage  to  an  unusually 
dishonest  ale-woman  who  has  just  been  damned,  in  the  Chester 
Harrowing  of  Hell. 

In  common  with  all  plays,  the  drama  of  the  Middle  Ages  reflects 
the  times  in  which  it  was  written,  the  tastes  and  interests  of  the 
audience  for  which  it  was  produced.  Though  this  medieval  audi- 
ence was  in  many  ways  inferior  to  that  for  which  Aristophanes  and 
Shakespeare  wrote,  yet  in  many  of  the  plays  we  can  see  the  un- 
known dramatist  groping  for  comic  effects  which  Shakespeare  was 
to  achieve  with  masterly  sureness. 

D.  ELIZABETHAN  COMEDY 

Elizabethan  comedy,  which  was,  of  course,  a  product  of  the  same 
times  and  written  for  the  same  theater  and  the  same  audience  as  Eliz- 
abethan tragedy,^ ^  was  divided  into  two  general  types — romantic 
comedy  and  realistic  comedy.  ""^ 

The  realistic  type  presented  a  picture  of  everyday  life  in  Eliza- 
bethan London,  with  particular  emphasis,  as  in  all  realistic  comedy, 
on  the  follies  and  fads,  the  foibles  and  vices  of  the  day.  It  was  a 
comedv  of  tricks  and  frauds,  in  which  some  one  was  always  being 

11  See  Chapter  II,  Section  C. 
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relieved  of  his  money  or  his  wife.  Comedies  of  this  type  are  common 
enough  on  our  own  stage  and  they  are  as  old  as  Menander.  The 
problem  lies  not  in  comprehending  the  type  or  its  aim  but  in  un- 
derstanding the  background  of  everyday  life  well  enough  to  appre- 
ciate the  constant  allusion  and  satire.  The  best  beginning  for  a  study 
of  Elizabethan  realistic  comedies,  like  those  of  Jonson,  Middleton, 
Chapman,  and  Brome,  is  a  close  examination  of  everyday  life  in  the 
taverns,  inns,  and  shops  of  seventeenth  century  London.  Such  an 
examination  is  out  of  place  in  a  hasty  survey  of  dramatic  epochs;  it 
belongs  to  a  much  fuller  study  of  Elizabethan  drama  than  this  one. 

It  must  be  the  romantic  comedies  of  Elizabeth's  time,  then,  to 
which  we  turn  our  attention,  the  type  of  comedy  generally  written 
by  Shakespeare  and  Greene  and  Heywood.  Romantic  comedies  are 
sometimes  difficult  for  modern  readers  to  understand  because  we  have 
nothing  quite  like  them  in  our  theaters.  The  old-fashioned  musical 
comedies  are  as  near  them  as  anything  we  have,  but  musical  com- 
edies are  generally  so  badly,  so  almost  illiterately  written  that  the 
comparison  is  none  too  helpful.  The  most  illuminating  beginning 
for  a  study  of  romantic  comedies  is  a  glance  at  the  sources  from 
which  they  were  usually  taken. 

^  The  rapidly  growing  reading  public  of  Elizabethan  times  had  de- 
veloped a  taste  for  prose  romances,  tales  of  love  and  adventure  in 
sylvan  glades  and  Arcadian  pastures.  These  stories  were  frankly  un- 
real, set  in  fanciful  realms  and  built  upon  highly  improbable  plots; 
they  formed  what  we  should  call  a  literature  of  escape.  In  them  a 
shipwrecked  prince  disguises  himself  and  courts  a  pretty  shepherdess 
who  is  really  an  exiled  princess;  or  a  king's  daughter,  abandoned  in 
babyhood,  is  raised  in  the  hut  of  a  shepherd,  where  a  wandering 
nobleman  sees  her  and  returns  in  disguise  to  woo  her.  Disguise  is 
always  an  important  element  in  the  prose  romances,  and  reunited 
kindred  and  hopeless  affairs  happily  concluded  are  popular  fea- 
tures. These  stories,  sometimes  translated  from  the  French  or  Italian, 
sometimes  written  by  Englishmen,  but  generally  with  their  roots 
in  the  long  tradition  of  the  classical  and  the  medieval  romance, 
formed  a  large  part  of  the  stock  of  the  booksellers  in  the  earliest 
days  of  the  Elizabethan  drama.  Their  popularity  was  well  estab- 
lished. 

During  the  height  of  this  popularity,  the  number  of  London 
theaters  and  the  demand  for  plays  were  increasing.  The  playwrights 
cast  about  for  suitable  subjects.  (Elizabethan  plays,  like  most  great 
plays,  nearly  always  took  their  plots  from  stories  or  histories  or 
poems  already  current;  they  were  seldom  what  we  should  call 
"strictly  original.")  What  more  promising  material  for  a  popular 
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play  than  a  prose  romance  which  had  already  proved  its  power  of 
catching  the  public!  So  the  prose  romance  became  a  standard  source 
for  Elizabethan  comedies. 

These  dramatized  versions  of  popular  literature,  though  retaining 
the  essential  romantic  characteristics  of  the  prose  romances,  were 
freely  adapted  by  the  playwrights.  Often  two  or  even  three  romances 
were  worked  into  one  play;  new  episodes  were  written  or  old  ones 
cut  out,  as  it  suited  the  purpose  of  the  dramatist;  and  original  fea- 
tures, not  suitable  to  fiction  but  highly  effective  on  the  stage,  were 
added.  Songs  and  instrumental  music  were  made  a  regular  part  of 
these  comedies.  The  romantic  situation  could  be  adroitly  built  up 
by  off-stage  music,  or  by  serenades,  hunting  songs,  or  love  songs  on 
the  stage.  Elizabethan  music,  as  we  have  noted,  had  reached  a  very 
high  stage  of  development;  the  musicians  of  the  theater  were  at 

hand  to  provide  accompaniments  or  off-stage  music,  and  singers^ 

were  very  common  among  Elizabethan  actors,  many  of  whom  had 
had  thorough  training  as  choir  boys.  More  than  one  romantic  com- 
edy owed  part  of  its  drawing  power  to  the  fine  voice  of  the  boy 
soprano  who  played  the  heroine. 

From  their  sources  in  prose  fiction,  the  romantic  comedies  re- 
tained a  great  deal  of  n^atiye^  interest,  the  story  interest  which,  as 
we  have  seen,^^  was  always  demanded  by  an  Elizabethan  audience. 
The  people  were  not  particularly  concerned  with  the  credibility  of 
these  stories;  they  were  willing  to  accept  a  great  many  impossible^^^"""^ 
situations  in  the  theater  for  the  sake  of  entertainment.  Therefore, 
the  plots  of  many  romantic  comedies,  like  those  of  the  prose  ro- 
mances, are  highly  improbable,  to  say  the  least.  The  more  naive  of 
modern  readers  sometimes  disdain  this  improbability  in  romantic 
comedies  like  Twelfth  Night.  They  say,  "But  I  don't  beHeve  that 
Viola  and  Sebastian  would  have  been  wearing  identical  clothes  after 
their  shipwreck  and  separate  wanderings."  Of  course  they  wouldn't, 
but  what  has  this  to  do  with  the  essential  charm  of  the  play?  Nei- 
ther Elizabethan  nor  madern  audiences  have  gone  to  romantic 
comedies  to  see  a  study  of  the  superficial  characteristics  of  dress  and 
conduct.  They  have  been  perfectly  willing  to  accept  numerous  im- 
probabilities of  plot  if  the  characters  were  interesting  and  their  ad- 
ventures entertaining. 

In  fact,  a  large  element  of  the  charm  of  romantic  comedy  lies 
in  its  improbabiUty  and  unreality — in  disguised  heroes  and  heroines 
and  eternal  love  at  first  sight.  The  greatest  of  the  writers  of  romantic 
comedy,  Shakespeare,  saw  this  so  clearly  that  he  set  his  comedies  in 
some  far-off  place  which,  deliberately,  he  made  as  unreal  as  possible 

12  See  Chapter  II,  Section  C 
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— Illyria  or  ancient  Athens  or  the  forest  of  Arden.  The  strangeness 
of  the  background  blends  with  the  improbabiUty  of  the  events;  only 
the  people  are  real. 

For  in  the  best  romantic  comedies,  the  people  are  completely  real. 
Greene's  Margaret  and  Shakespeare's  RosaHnd  and  Viola  and  Sir 
Toby  Belch  are  memorable  characters.  The  unreality  of  their  adven- 
tures makes  them  no  less  living  personalities;  on  thousands  of 
people,  Shakespeare's  captivating  heroines,  moving  against  the  un- 
real background  of  Illyria  or  the  forest  of  Arden,  have  exercised  a 
charm  which  has  made  his  romantic  comedies  successful  on  the  stage 
of  every  country  in  the  civilized  world. 

E.  THE  COMEDY  OF  MOLIERE 

The  comedies  of  Moliere,^^  which  many  critics  have  thought  the 
world's  finest  achievement  in  the  field  of  comedy,  are  almost  the 
complete  antithesis  of  Shakespeare's  comedies.  Shakespeare  was  a 
romanticist,  who  set  his  comedies  in  distant,  often  fabulous  places, 
who  individualized  his  characters  as  completely  as  circumstances 
would  allow.  Moliere  was  a  classicist  whose  plays  are  usually  set  in 
contemporary  Paris,  and  whose  characters  are  types,  generalized  so 
that  they  represent  a  class  and  do  not  stand  apart.  To  a  certain  ex- 
tent this  contrast  is  due,  no  doubt,  to  differences  between  the  man 
Shakespeare  and  the  man  Moliere,  but  more  important  than  these 
personal   dissimilarities  are   the  differences  between  the   national 

13  Since  this  section  is  devoted  entirely  to  the  plays  of  one  man,  the  main  facts  of 
his  life  ought  to  be  kept  in  mind.  Moliere,  whose  real  name  was  Jean-Baptiste 
Poquelin,  was  born  in  Paris  in  1622.  His  father  was  a  prosperous  upholsterer,  and  he 
had  a  good  education.  In  1643  he  became  an  actor  (not  a  very  respected  profession 
then),  took  the  stage  name  of  Moliere,  and  helped  to  found  a  group  of  ten  actors 
and  actresses  who  called  themselves  L'llltistre  Theatre.  For  a  time  this  troupe  acted 
in  Paris  but  they  could  not  compete  successfully  with  the  older  organizations,  and 
after  a  few  years  they  became  a  touring  provincial  company.  For  more  than  a  decade 
they  acted  in  the  provinces  with  great  success,  and  in  these  years  Moliere  developed 
into  a  brilliant  comic  actor.  He  assumed  responsibility  as  the  manager  and  director 
of  the  company  and  he  wrote  several  plays  for  them. 

In  1658  the  troupe  returned  to  Paris,  won  the  praise  of  Louis  XIV,  and  were 
granted  the  privilege  of  establishing  themselves  in  the  royal  theater  in  the  Petit- 
Bourbon.  For  fifteen  years  Moliere  directed  the  affairs  of  this  company  in  Paris, 
wrote  his  great  plays  for  them,  and  attained  recognition  as  the  finest  comic  actor  of 
his  time.  He  was  seized  with  a  convulsion  while  acting  Argan  in  his  own  play, 
Le  Malade  Imaginaire,  and  died  the  same  night,  February  17,  1673. 

Moliere  wrote,  in  all,  thirty  plays:  farces,  burlesques,  tragicomedies,  comedy-ballets, 
pastorals,  and  comedies;  but  he  is  best  known  for  his  great  comedies,  Le  Misanthrope, 
Les  Femmes  Savantes,  Tartuffe,  L'Ecole  des  Maris,  L'Ecole  des  Femmes,  Les  Precieuses 
Ridicules,  and  L'Avare.  It  is  these  plays  upon  which  this  discussion  of  Moliere  as 
a  great  writer  of  comedy  is  based. 

See  Chapter  II,  Section  D  for  an  account  of  the  theater  and  audience  of  Moliere's 
tiar 
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dramatic  traditions  in  which  the  two  great  dramatists  were  work- 
ing. 

The  Elizabethan  stage  was,  in  general,  romantic;  the  French 
seventeenth-century  stage  was  classic.  These  terms  are  indicative  of 
fundamental  differences  between  the  interests  of  the  two  national 
groups  in  the  theater.  The  English  interest  in  individuality,  ad- 
venture, and  sentiment,  as  we  see  it  in  Shakespeare's  comedies,  is 
familiar  to  us;  it  is  part  of  our  own  tradition  and  we  take  it  for 
granted  that  such  things  are  "interesting,"  as  we  say.  The  French 
tradition  is  not  ours,  and  we  find  it  necessary  to  make  an  effort  to 
understand  why  the  French  audience  is  not  interested  in  personal 
idiosyncrasy  and  in  romantic  adventure,  and  why  it  is  interested  in 
character  types  displayed  with  comparatively  little  action,  as  in  the 
comedies  of  Moliere. 

Our  first  task  then,  in  trying  to  appreciate  the  comedies  of 
Moliere,  is  to  understand  certain  standards  which  Moliere  and 
the  seventeenth-century  Parisian  audience  held  to  be  proper  for 
comedy. 

In  the  first  place,  the  French  thought  of  comedy  more  as  a  socializ- 
ing force  than  the  English  did.  Elizabethan  comedy  often  dealt 
sympathetically  with  the  opposition  of  an  individual  to  recognized 
social  authority.  In  As  You  Li\e  It  Shakespeare  draws  the  sympathy 
of  the  audience  toward  the  defiant  Rosalind  and  Celia  and  makes 
the  audience  unsympathetic  toward  Duke  Frederick,  though  the 
Duke  is  the  father  of  one  girl,  the  uncle  of  the  other,  and  the  poHt- 
ical  sovereign  of  both.  Society  in  general  says  that  the  authority  of 
parents  and  guardians  and  political  rulers  is  a  safeguard  for  social 
institutions  and  should  be  respected.  Shakespeare  would  be  one  of 
the  last  to  deny  this;  yet  he  writes  a  play  in  which  recognized  social 
authority  is  made  tyrannical  and  ridiculous  and  the  rebelling  indi- 
vidual is  given  the  complete  sympathy  of  the  audience.  This  tend- 
ency to  sympathize  with  the  individual  and  to  defy  social  authority 
is  typical  of  English  and  American  comedy,  whether  in  the  sixteenth 
century  or  the  twentieth.  It  does  not  mean  that  the  English  stage  has 
made  a  persistent  campaign  of  nearly  four  hundred  years  to  tear  down 
authority,  or  that  the  English  think  society  is  generally  wrong.  It 
does  mean,  and  this  is  the  important  point,  that  the  English  audi- 
ence has  always  been  more  interested  in  the  individual  than  in  the 
social  group;  in  the  theater  this  audience  does  not  think  much  about 
society  but  simply  watches  the  struggles  and  triumphs  of  a  certain 
individual.  The  social  implications  of  this  justification  of  the  rebel- 
ling individual  and  the  condemnation  of  social  authority  and  social 
conventions  are  seldom  considered. 

Just  the  opposite  is  true  of  the  French  audience.  In  the  theater,  as 


100  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

elsewhere,  the  French  are  more  logical  and  more  social  minded  than 
most  other  peoples,  much  more  so  than  the  English  and  Americans. 
And  Moliere  is  the  most  typical  as  he  is  the  greatest  of  the  French 
dramatists.  In  his  plays  he  is  interested  in  the  truth  in  general  about 
society  in  its  relationships  with  the  individual,  not  in  the  truth  of  a 
particular  situation  which  may  differ  from  the  normal.  While  Eng- 
lish comedy  usually  justifies  the  individual  in  his  revolt  against  social 
conventions  and  social  authority,  Moliere  justifies  society  and  rid- 
icules the  non-conforming  individual.  In  Le  Misanthrope,  Alceste 
is  made  ridiculous  because  he  attacks  the  petty  dishonesty  of  ordinary 
social  intercourse  and  thinks  he  can  reform  society;  according  to 
Moliere  society  is  right  and  Alceste  is  wrong.  An  English  dramatist 
would  have  been  much  more  likely  to  make  of  Alceste  a  glorious 
uncompromising  hero  who  fearlessly  attacks  vicious  social  dishon- 
esty. In  fact,  the  English  audience  is  so  likely  to  take  this  attitude  for 
granted,  that  they  sometimes  insist  that  Alceste  is  a  tragic  figure  and 
fail  to  see  that  Moliere  clearly  thinks  him  ridiculous. 

The  same  conception  of  society  as  more  important  than  the  in- 
dividual is  found  in  MoHere's  other  comedies.  In  Les  PrScieuses 
Ridicules  he  makes  fun  of  a  group  which  is  trying  to  reform  lan- 
guage and  manners;  in  Le  Bourgeois  Gentilhomme  he  ridicules  the 
attempts  of  a  wealthy  middle-class  merchant  to  rise  out  of  the  social 
class  into  which  he  has  been  born.  In  his  L'£cole  des  Femmes  his 
butt  is  a  man  who  thinks  he  can  improve  on  the  ordinary  conduct  of 
wives  by  defying  social  customs  and  developing  a  method  of  his  own 
for  educating  his  intended  wife. 

It  follows  logically  from  this  conception  of  society  as  being  more 
important  than  the  individual  that  in  his  characterizations  Moliere  is 
more  interested  in  the  traits  of  a  character  which  make  him  li\e 
others  of  his  type  than  in  traits  which  make  him  different.  In  other 
words,  Moliere's  characters  are  social  types,  not  highly  individual- 
ized creations.^'*  Tartufle  is  the  hypocrite  who  uses  religion  for 
personal  advancement;  Armande  is  the  prude  who  pretends  to  ex- 
clusively intellectual  interests  and  makes  a  great  parade  of  false 

^*  See  Chapter  XIII,  pp.  202-205  for  a  discussion  of  type  characters  and  individual 
characters.  In  Moliere's  comedies,  the  pains  which  the  dramatist  takes  to  keep  his 
characters  typical  and  to  avoid  individuality  are  very  evident.  In  all  his  plays  only 
two  leading  characters  have  real  names  of  their  own.  All  the  others  are  simply 
Alceste,  Sganarelle,  Henriette,  Armande,  names  which  had  been  used  over  and  over 
again  and  which  did  not  distinguish  their  bearers  from  dozens  of  other  characters. 
Most  of  them  have  no  surnames  at  all.  Furthermore,  Moliere  carefully  refrains  from 
giving  any  information  about  the  character  which  is  not  strictly  relevant  to  the  partic- 
ular situation.  The  audience  is  never  given  individualizing  details  such  as  Shakespeare 
gives:  Hamlet's  age,  his  schooling,  his  miscellaneous  accomplishments;  or  as  Ibsen 
gives  scores  of  details  about  the  past  of  Hedda  Gabler  and  Mrs.  Alving. 
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delicacy;  Alceste  is  the  humorless  individual  who  is  so  anxious  to 
exhibit  his  over-scrupulous  personal  honesty  that  he  becomes  a  dis- 
ruptive force  in  society. 

Each  of  these  character  types  is  a  menace,  or  at  least  a  distraction 
to  a  well-ordered  society,  and  this  social  implication  of  the  action 
always  interests  Moliere.  To  make  it  most  evident,  he  must  keep 
before  his  audience  the  representative  traits,  not  the  individual 
traits,  of  Tartufife  and  Armande  and  Alceste;  for  every  situation  he 
must  find  the  speech  which  most  perfectly  epitomizes  the  reaction  of 
that  type  of  character  to  that  type  of  situation.  It  is  his  unsurpassed 
skill  in  selecting  and  in  expressing  these  reactions  that  makes 
Moliere  one  of  the  masters  of  characterization.  Yet  modern  readers 
sometimes  fail  to  see  this  mastery  because  they  expect  characteriza- 
tion of  Shakespeare's  individual  type,  and  do  not  understand  the 
fundamental  differences  between  the  aims  of  Shakespeare  and  of 
Moliere. 

These  interests  of  Moliere  in  the  social  significance  of  his  action 
and  in  the  representative  function  of  his  characters  are  part  of  his 
creed  as  a  classic  dramatist.  Not  that  he  made  a  studied  attempt  to 
follow  the  critical  pronouncements  of  Castelvetro  and  Boileau  for 
he  was  not  a  theorist  but  an  eminently  practical  man  of  the  theater. 
His  practice  follows  the  rules  because  his  genius  was  essentially 
classic,  and  to  Moliere  the  classic  standards  are  the  reasonable  re- 
quirements of  stage  effectiveness.^^ 

Other  classic  standards  which  were  accepted  by  this  dramatist  and 
his  audience  as  requirements  for  the  best  comedy  are  to  be  seen  in 
Moliere's  characteristically  French  admiration  for  the  middle  course, 
the  reasonable  conduct,  the  sensible  avoidance  of  extremes  and  ex- 
aggerations. Moliere's  best  comedies  have  less  violent  passion,  fewer 
flights  of  unrestrained  imagination,  less  buffoonery  than  Eliza- 
bethan comedies.  In  As  You  Like  It  Shakespeare  and  his  audience 
admired  the  reckless  independence,  the  vigorous  imagination,  the 
sudden  infatuation,  and  the  happy-go-lucky  adventuring  of  Rosa- 
lind; in  Les  Femmes  Savantes  MoUere  and  his  Parisians  admired 
the  unaffected  naturalness,  the  straightforward  honesty,  the  prac- 
tical common  sense,  and  the  easy  charm  of  Henriette.  This  same 
reasonable  common  sense  is  a  cardinal  virtue  in  heroes  as  well  as 
heroines.  Even  the  style  in  which  the  dramatist  sets  forth  his  play 
is  imbued  with  this  careful  avoidance  of  extremes.  His  vocabulary 
must  be  limited  to  words  which  are  universally  expressive;  he  must 
avoid  slang  and  colloquialism  on  the  one  hand  and  highly  imag- 
inative or  original  phrases  on  the  other.  In  his  diction  the  classicist 

1^  See  Chapter  VI  for  a  fuller  discussion  of  classicism. 
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is  striving  for  accuracy,  not  for  color  or  for  a  transcript  of  actual 
conversation.^^ 

Finally  the  classic  comedies  of  Moliere  are  urban  comedies.  Not 
only  are  they  usually  set  in  Paris,  but  the  interests  are  urban  inter- 
ests— intelligence  and  sophistication  are  more  important  virtues  than 
honesty  and  good  nature;  naivete  is  more  likely  to  be  made  ridic- 
ulous than  charming.  Problems  of  life  and  death  seldom  arise;  the 
elemental  emotions  are  seen  only  in  their  more  rarefied  forms.  Ur- 
banity and  intelligence  are  the  ideals  of  Moliere's  characters,  and 
their  actions  are  set  forth  for  the  intelligent  observation  and  for 
the  amusement  of  the  audience;  little  attempt  is  made  to  stir  the 
emotions. 

Moliere's  best  comedies  are  thus  primarily  intellectual  in  their  ap- 
peal. Their  narrative  and  their  emotional  interest  are  slight.  They 
make  little  use  of  overt  action,  but  by  the  adroit  revelation  of  char- 
acter, the  nicely  planned  clash  of  individuals  of  opposed  ideas  and 
motives,  and  by  the  skilful  exposure  of  fundamental  human  w^eak- 
nesses  and  absurdities,  Moliere  hopes  to  provoke  that  "thoughtful 
laughter"  which  is  the  ideal  response  to  high  comedy. 

F.  RESTORATION  COMEDY 

In  the  comedy  of  the  Restoration,  the  effect  of  the  very  limited  au- 
dience for  which  it  was  written  is  much  more  evident  than  in  the 
tragedy.  Not  only  was  its  scene  London  and  even  the  very  streets 
and  houses  frequented  by  the  wits  of  the  audience,  but  its  plots  were 
based  on  tricks  and  intrigues  in  which  these  wits  might  well  have 
been  and  sometimes  actually  were  involved.  The  characters  on  the 
stage  had  their  counterparts  in  the  pit  and  the  galleries;  in  fact, 
more  than  one  comedy  of  the  time  was  so  explicit  in  its  delineation 
that  the  original  of  a  character  was  recognized  by  his  friends  and 
enemies  in  the  audience,  and  on  a  few  occasions  the  actor  or  the 
dramatist  was  beaten  or  even  stabbed  for  his  impudence. 

All  this  means  that  an  appreciation  of  the  clever  comedies  of  the 
Restoration  demands  a  little  more  attention  to  the  background  of 
the  times  than  was  required  by  the  tragedies.  The  ideals  of  the 

18  Though  the  English  translations  are  usually  in  prose,  Moliere  himself  wrote 
most  of  his  great  comedies  in  rhymed  verse.  Apparently  Moliere's  practice  was  to  write 
his  plays  first  in  prose,  and  then,  if  it  was  not  necessary  for  his  company  to  act  the 
play  immediately,  he  turned  the  prose  into  verse.  In  one  or  two  of  his  plays  he  had 
time  to  start  writing  the  verse,  but  not  time  enough  to  finish  it;  so,  in  his 
Princesse  d'Elide,  the  first  act  and  part  of  the  second  are  in  verse,  but  the  last  three 
acts  are  still  in  prose.  This  is  sufficient  indication  that  Moliere  thought  of  his  verse  as  a 
sort  of  polish  for  his  lines — desirable,  but  not  necessary.  Here  again  Moliere  differs 
radically  from  Shakespeare  whose  verse  is  the  very  essence  of  his  expression. 
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narrow  court  circle  and  especially  its  manners  were  reflected  with 
little  exaggeration  in  the  comedies  of  the  time. 

We  have  seen  in  our  study  of  Restoration  tragedy  something  of 
the  elegance  of  the  courtly  audience  upon  which  the  theater  de- 
pended. Dress  and  manners,  wit  and  compliment,  were  the  constant 
study  and  the  essential  attributes  of  the  gallant;  they  occupied  al- 
most the  whole  of  his  time,  and  it  is  little  wonder  that  his  elegant 
manner  became  his  hall-mark.  Such  manners  were,  of  course,  highly 
artificial,  as  they  are  in  any  time.  No  courtier  could  consider  frank- 
ness or  simplicity  or  naturalness  as  anything  but  vulgar;  these  traits 
he  assigned  to  the  country  folk,  the  lower  classes,  and  the  simple- 
minded.  His  own  studied  and  elegant  manner  was  constantly  dis- 
played in  his  conversation,  his  dress,  his  walk,  his  bow,  his  insistence 
on  the  superficial,  and  his  neglect  or  disdain  of  what  are  often  called 
the  fundamental  virtues. 

It  is  not  surprising  that  the  finest  dramatic  achievement  of  such  a 
time  should  be  the  comedy  of  manners,  an  aristocratic  type  of  play 
in  which  the  brilliance  of  wit,  the  elegance  of  manner,  and  the  so- 
phistication of  the  leading  characters  reflect  most  effectively  the 
ideals  of  the  Restoration  audience.  Such  a  type  of  comedy  is,  of 
course,  narrow  in  its  appeal;  it  is  not  written  for  the  middle  classes; 
to  the  naive  it  appears  stiff  and  unnatural;  to  the  sentimental  it  is 
wicked  and  repulsive.  A  true  comedy  of  manners  could  never  be 
made  to  appeal  to  the  average  movie  audience. 

A  further  obstacle  to  the  modern  production  of  such  comedy  is  the 
difficulty  of  finding  actors  sufficiently  well-trained  to  take  the  parts. 
In  general,  the  simpler  a  character  is,  the  more  easily  he  can  be 
impersonated  by  an  actor;  the  more  intelligent  and  complicated  the 
character  becomes  and  the  more  he  conceals  his  thoughts  by  polite 
conversation  and  a  conscious  manner,  the  more  difficult  the  delinea- 
tion. Comedies  of  manners  are  full  of  the  latter  type  of  character. 
The  actors  selected  to  take  the  leading  roles  in  a  Restoration  comedy 
like  The  Way  of  the  World  or  Love  for  Love  must  be  able  to  make 
the  audience  understand  their  true  feelings  when  most  of  their 
words  and  most  of  their  acts  express  precisely  the  opposite;  they 
must  be  able  to  convince  the  audience  that  they  are  ladies  and  gen- 
tlemen of  birth  and  breeding,  wise  in  the  ways  of  the  world;  they 
must  be  able  to  appear  at  ease  in  gorgeous  costumes  which  demand 
a  practised  grace  and  rhythm  of  movement  unknown  in  a  modern 
drawing-room;  they  must  be  able  to  express  highly  improper  senti- 
ments in  such  a  way  as  to  make  them  sound  discreet  and  charming; 
and,  perhaps  most  difficult  of  all,  they  must  be  able  to  speak  lines 
of  flashing  wit  and  perfect  literary  finish  with  such  subtlety  that  the 
full  beauty  of  the  prose  is  revealed,  although  the  audience  seems  to 
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hear  only  the  natural  expression  of  a  cultivated  individual.  This 
subtle  and  difficult  art  requires  long  training.  Many  a  half-wit  has 
been  taught  to  say,  "Sez  you?"  but  only  the  most  finished  actress  can 
get  the  full  value  of  Millamant's  famous  "O  ay,  Letters — I  had  Let- 
ters— I  am  persecuted  with  Letters — I  hate  Letters — No  Body  knows 
how  to  write  Letters;  and  yet  one  has  'em,  one  does  not  know  why 
— They  serve  one  to  pin  up  one's  Hair." 

Something  of  the  producer's  difficulty  in  finding  an  actress  fin- 
ished enough  to  play  Millamant  in  The  Way  of  the  World  or  an 
actor  equal  to  Valentine  in  Love  for  Love,  faces  the  reader  who  must 
stage  these  plays  in  his  imagination.  The  elaborate  manners  and 
studied  wit  are  confusing.  In  the  background  of  our  minds,  of 
course,  are  the  manners  of  our  own  times — the  catch-as-catch-can,  no- 
holds-barred  type — by  which  we  judge  these  people,  and  find  their 
words  and  actions  approaching  the  absurd.  The  best  antidote  for 
this  confusion,  and  a  great  help  in  reading  any  type  of  play,  is  a 
constant  reference  to  the  costume  of  the  time.  Manners  always  de- 
pend on  dress.  Conduct  that  is  ridiculous  in  a  sweater  and  slacks 
appears  more  fitting  in  evening  clothes,  and  may  be  quite  appro- 
priate in  a  gorgeous  brocaded  coat,  with  gold  buttons,  velvet  knee- 
breeches,  silk  stockings,  and  high-heeled  shoes  with  silver  buckles. 
If  we  remember  the  elaborate  splendor  of  a  Restoration  gallant's 
clothes,  his  affectations  are  easier  to  understand;  and  we  certainly 
miss  the  full  charm  of  a  heroine  like  Angelica,  in  Love  for  Love,  un- 
less we  imagine  her  in  a  gay  satin  dress,  its  voluminous  skirt  looped 
up  to  show  the  ruffled  taffeta  petticoat  which  covered  her  silken 
ankles,  lace  falling  from  her  arms,  and  her  bosom  bare. 

In  the  Restoration  comedy  of  manners,  the  dramatists  were  not 
concerned,  as  Moliere  was,  with  fundamental  human  weaknesses 
or  with  social  maladjustments;  they  wanted  to  make  a  gay  and  in- 
telligent audience  laugh  at  the  vanities  and  affectations  of  its 
acquaintances.  Certain  character  types  were  favorites,  of  course,  and 
they  appear  again  and  again  in  the  comedies.  Their  counterparts 
could  be  found  in  any  audience  of  the  time;  their  foibles  and  their 
difficulties  were  very  familiar  in  the  best  society  of  the  reign  of 
Charles  II.  But  since  they  are  less  familiar  to  the  twentieth  century, 
we  sometimes  puzzle  over  the  characteristics  which  the  Restoration 
audience  took  for  granted. 

Generally  in  these  comedies  the  hero  is  the  gay  young  rake,  like 
Valentine  in  Love  for  Love  or  Dorimant  in  The  Man  of  Mode  or 
Mirabell  in  The  Way  of  the  World.  He  is  a  young  man  of  good 
family  who  moves  in  the  most  exclusive  circles.  His  attitude  toward 
life  is  that  of  Bellmour  in  Congreve's  comedy,  The  Old  Bachelor 
who  says,  "Come,  come,  leave  business  to  idlers,  and  wisdom  to 
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fools:  they  have  need  of  'em:  wit  be  my  faculty,  and  pleasure  my 
occupation,  and  let  father  Time  shake  his  glass." 

Like  all  gentlemen  of  the  time,  this  young  rake  lives  on  his  in- 
come, or  more  usually,  beyond  his  income,  for  he  is  almost  always 
in  serious  financial  difficulties,  hounded  by  his  creditors  and  desper- 
ate for  money.  Frequently  he  is  also  pestered  by  ex-mistresses  of 
whom  he  cannot  rid  himself.  The  immorality  of  the  Restoration  is 
too  notorious  to  require  much  discussion.  It  was  taken  for  granted 
that  all  men  of  the  court  circle,  from  the  King  down,  kept  mis- 
tresses, and  one  of  their  chief  concerns  was  to  acquire  new  ones  and 
get  rid  of  the  old.  Mistresses  and  lovers,  seductions  and  illicit  love 
affairs  were  constant  topics  of  conversation  with  both  ladies  and 
gentlemen  in  real  life  and  on  the  stage.  To  our  grandparents,  and 
to  some  modern  readers,  this  lamentable  state  of  affairs  was  the  most 
important  fact  about  the  Restoration;  the  scandals  were  bad  enough, 
but  the  plays  which  actually  referred  to  them  in  intelligible  words 
were  declared  unfit  for  the  eyes  of  decent  people. 

Usually  the  attempts  of  this  young  gallant  to  get  the  money  he 
needs  so  desperately  to  carry  on  the  extravagant  life  of  a  courtier, 
form  a  part  of  the  plot.  He  tries  to  raise  money  by  tricking  or 
persuading  some  wealthy  relative  or  by  marrying  a  rich  woman. 
He  would  no  more  have  tried  to  earn  the  money  than  a  modern 
business  man  would  hold  up  his  bank  cashier  at  the  point  of  a  gun 
to  raise  capital;  his  code  would  not  allow  it. 

With  this  attempt  to  secure  money  a  love  affair  is  usually  in- 
volved, but  it  is  utterly  different  from  the  love  affairs  of  Elizabethan 
romantic  comedies  or  of  modern  sentimental  plays;  the  young 
people  are  too  sophisticated  for  romance.  They  have  no  illusions 
about  eternal  love;  moreover,  good  manners  demanded  that  the) 
conceal  their  emotions.  In  these  urbane  plays,  a  passionate  declar- 
ation of  love  is  likely  to  be  thought  either  the  outburst  of  an  inno- 
cent from  the  country  or  the  calculating  approach  of  a  young  rake. 
And  the  girl  in  her  replies  is  as  unemotional  as  the  man  in  his 
proposals.  Millamant  comes  near  to  the  Restoration  ideal  when  she 
hears  her  lover's  proposal  in  The  Way  of  the  World.  She  does  not 
confess  her  love  in  beautiful  poetry  like  the  Elizabethan  heroine,  or 
blush  and  sigh  like  the  Victorian  miss,  or  even  leap  into  her  lover's 
arms  like  the  modern  young  lady.  She  calmly  enumerates  a  whole 
series  of  privileges  which  she  must  have  as  a  wife,  and  finishes,  "And 
lastly  where-ever  I  am,  you  shall  always  knock  at  the  Door  before 
you  come  in.  These  Articles  subscrib'd,  if  I  continue  to  endure  you 
a  little  longer,  I  may  by  degrees  dwindle  into  a  wife." 

This  heroine  of  the  comedy  of  manners,  as  Millamant's  speech  in- 
dicates, is  no  innocent  child.  She  is  a  woman  of  the  world,  not  likely 
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to  be  swept  oil  her  feet  by  any  emotion,  and  well  aware  o£  the  value 
of  money.  She  is  quite  able  to  take  care  of  herself,  cool,  witty,  and 
free  in  her  speech.  She  is  sometimes  shocked  by  the  unmannerly  but 
never  by  the  immoral.  She  discusses  the  affairs  of  her  acquaintances 
almost  as  frankly  as  the  hero  does;  she  is  much  more  impressed  by 
the  humor  of  life  than  by  its  seriousness.  A  gay,  reckless  demeanor, 
clever  tongue,  cool  head,  perfect  poise,  and  charm  of  manner  are 
likely  to  be  her  most  outstanding  traits. 

Often  the  hero  or  heroine  has  a  clever  servant,  unscrupulous  and 
quite  the  equal  of  master  or  mistress  in  intrigue;  he  is  entirely  ca- 
pable of  poking  fun  at  callers,  fooling  creditors,  and  making  witty 
speeches  at  the  expense  of  any  one.  The  liberties  he  takes  are  some- 
what surprising,  but  the  age  was  a  tolerant  one;  even  the  King  did 
not  exact  undue  respect;  some  of  his  courtiers  called  him  nicknames 
to  his  face,  and  his  love  affairs  were  common  talk. 

These  characters  and  their  intrigues  are,  on  the  whole,  sympa- 
thetically treated,  but  with  them  in  the  plays  appear  others  freely 
satirized.  One  is  the  woman,  past  the  prime  of  life,  who  thinks  she 
is  still  a  gay  young  thing  and  is  eager  for  a  husband.  Her  illusions 
about  herself,  her  suspicions  of  all  women,  and  her  scandalous  over- 
eagerness  were  stock  jokes  of  the  time,  frequently  put  into  the 
comedies  in  characters  like  Lady  Wishfort. 

Perhaps  the  most  commonly  satirized  character  is  the  man  who 
has  position  and  wealth  but  not  brains,  and  who  is  constantly  mak- 
ing a  fool  of  himself  by  carrying  the  vanities  and  fads  of  the  time  to 
excess.  Such  people  are  always  with  us  but  the  playwrights  of  the 
Restoration  found  them  especially  ridiculous,  with  their  extravagant 
affectation  of  the  latest  vanities  in  styles,  their  self-conscious  display 
of  a  strained  wit,  their  malicious  gossip,  and  their  frantic  attempts 
to  appear  notorious  lady-killers.  The  dramatists  repeatedly  pointed 
out  the  follies  of  the  time  (a  perennial  function  of  comedy)  by 
means  of  these  characters  who  pose  and  simper  in  play  after  play: 
Tattle  in  Love  for  Love,  Sir  Fopling  Flutter  in  The  Man  of  Mode, 
Lord  Foppington  in  The  Relapse. 

All  these  characters,  even  the  most  foolish,  speak  with  a  wit  that 
was  characteristic  of  the  time.  Indeed,  clever  sophisticated  dialogue 
was  the  real  interest  of  the  best  of  the  Restoration  dramatists.  They 
consistently  neglected  the  development  of  their  characters  and  their 
plots  in  order  to  concentrate  on  the  graceful  turn  of  a  phrase  or  the 
witty  expression  of  a  sarcastic  speech.  For  this  reason  the  same  char- 
acter types  appear  again  and  again  in  these  comedies,  and  often  the 
plots  are  obscure  or  inadequate.  The  playwrights  cared  little  what 
the  characters  did  so  long  as  they  spoke  amusingly.  In  some  of  the 
best  comedies  of  the  time  the  audience  is  not  quite  sure  what  is 
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happening,  though  it  cannot  miss  the  perfection  of  the  hnes.  This 
polished  wit  sparkles  through  most  of  the  Restoration  comedies,  es- 
pecially those  of  Congreve. 

Such  consistently  brilliant  conversation  is  produced  only  for  an 
audience  capable  of  appreciating  wit,  and  itself  anxious  to  cultivate 
repartee.  Some  of  the  reported  conversation  of  the  Restoration  cour- 
tiers almost  equals  that  displayed  on  the  stage.  Sir  Charles  Sedley, 
one  of  the  King's  favorites,  did,  in  fact,  compete  with  the  plays. 
Seated  in  the  pit  during  a  dull  play,  he  is  reported  to  have  started 
talking  himself,  and  to  have  so  outshone  the  dramatist  by  his  ex- 
temporaneous wit  that  those  about  him  ignored  the  play  and 
fastened  upon  the  words  of  Sir  Charles.  Such  stories  help  to  account 
for  the  brilliant  dialogue  so  characteristic  of  Restoration  comedies. 
The  best  of  it,  in  Congreve's  masterpieces,  has  never  been  surpassed 
on  the  English-speaking  stage. 

G.  EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY  COMEDY 

The  eighteenth  century  is  not  one  of  the  notable  periods  of  fine 
comedy.  Taken  as  a  whole,  the  plays  of  this  time  are  greatly  inferior 
to  EHzabethan,  Restoration,  and  modern  comedies.  Furthermore, 
the  best  of  the  eighteenth-century  plays,  those  of  Sheridan  and 
Goldsmith,  are  not  characteristic;  they  are  not  the  most  perfect  ex- 
pression of  the  typical  ideas  and  interests  in  eighteenth-century 
comedy,  as  Shakespeare's  plays  are  the  most  perfect  expression  of 
the  ideas  and  interests  of  Elizabethan  romantic  comedy,  and  Con- 
greve's of  the  popular  Restoration  comedy  of  manners.  The  best 
eighteenth-century  plays  were  written  by  men  in  open  rebellion 
against  the  drama  of  their  time,  by  men  who  felt  that  contemporary 
comedies  were  trash  and  who  tried  to  bring  back  to  the  stage  plays 
of  a  type  popular  almost  a  century  before.  Thus  The  School  for 
Scandal  and  The  Rivals  and  She  Stoops  to  Conquer  are  not  truly 
representative  of  the  eighteenth  century.  In  interest  and  in  method 
they  are  more  like  the  plays  of  Congreve  and  Wycherley  and 
Etherege  than  they  are  like  the  comedies  of  the  contemporaries  of 
Sheridan  and  Goldsmith. 

In  choosing  one  or  two  comedies  of  the  eighteenth  century  for 
study,  then,  one  must  select  either  good  plays  which  still  have  an 
appeal  on  the  modern  stage,  but  which  give  a  false  impression  of  the 
time,  or  inferior  comedies  which  are,  however,  typical  of  the  popular 
theatrical  fare  of  the  eighteenth  century.  For  several  reasons  it  seems 
more  profitable  to  study  the  inferior  plays. 

In  the  first  place,  a  rapid  survey  of  the  drama  which  considers 
both  Sheridan  and  Congreve  involves  a  certain  duplication,  for  Sheri- 
dan was  deliberately  imitating  the  comedy  of  manners  of  his  great 
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predecessor  of  the  Restoration.  Since  we  are  interested  here  in  noting 
different  types  of  comic  interest  as  well  as  difTerent  periods  of  comic 
development,  it  is  better  to  study  the  inferior  comedy  of  the  eight- 
eenth century  and  thus  become  familiar  with  a  new  type,  sentimen- 
tal comedy,  than  to  study  Sheridan's  comedy  of  manners  as  well  as 
Congreve's.  In  the  second  place,  we  are  interested,  in  part,  in  the 
relationship  of  plays  to  the  theater  and  audience  for  which  they  were 
written.  This  relationship  is  much  more  apparent  in  men  like  Cum- 
berland and  Kelly  who  were  fairly  typical  products  of  their  time 
than  in  Sheridan  and  Goldsmith  who  were  attempting  to  rebuke  and 
to  reform  the  popular  theater.  Finally,  there  is  great  value  in  every 
survey  in  occasional  study  of  poor  plays;  it  offers  a  means  of  com- 
parison. The  adroitness  of  Ibsen's  exposition  is  much  easier  to  see 
after  reading  a  clumsy  attempt  like  Cumberland's  in  The  West 
Indian;  Shakespeare's  subtle  characterization  is  more  fully  appre- 
ciated after  studying  Hugh  Kelly's  False  Delicacy. 

For  these  reasons,  therefore,  we  shall  consider  typical  eighteenth- 
century  comedies,  even  though  they  are  inferior  plays,  rather  than 
the  superior  plays  which  Goldsmith  and  Sheridan  wrote  in  a  vain 
attempt  to  raise  the  dramatic  taste  of  the  audience  of  their  time. 

The  Audience 

The  most  fundamental  reason  for  the  striking  difference  between 
the  popular  comedies  of  the  Restoration  and  the  popular  comedies  of 
the  reign  of  George  III  is  to  be  found  in  the  great  change  which 
had  taken  place  in  the  typical  audience.  The  average  audience  of 
1770  was  much  larger  than  that  of  1670,  and  it  differed  sharply  in 
character.  As  we  have  seen,  the  Restoration  theater  was  dominated 
by  the  court  circle  and  its  taste;  the  eighteenth-century  theater  was 
not.  By  1760  audiences  were  dominated  by  the  middle  classes  as 
completely  as  the  Restoration  audiences  had  been  by  the  aristocracy. 
The  upper  classes  did  not  consistently  avoid  the  theater  in  the  days 
of  David  Garrick  and  of  Mrs.  Siddons,  but  they  were  greatly  out- 
numbered by  the  crowds  of  merchants  and  tradesmen  and  their 
families,  and  it  was  to  the  taste  of  this  middle  class  audience  that  the 
play  must  appeal  if  it  was  to  be  successful. 

This  middle  class  audience  demanded  not  only  that  its  plays  be 
exceedingly  proper  in  words  and  actions,  but  that  the  plays  them- 
selves should  be  moral  tracts  which  displayed  the  rewards  of  virtue 
and  the  invariable  punishment  of  evil.  An  amusing  illustration  of 
this  demand  is  found  in  the  indignant  reproof  of  a  dramatist  who 
had  failed  to  comply  with  it:  "The  hero  of  this  play  is  a  man  who 
first  deserts  his  country,  and  then  seduces  the  object  of  his  love;  and 
the  heroine  is  a  woman  who  has  not  merely  violated  the  purity  of 
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her  sex,  but  has  done  it  in  defiance  of  a  solemn  vow.  Yet,  in  con- 
tempt of  every  principle  of  morality,  these  characters  are  made 
happy,  and  that  without  their  having  shown  the  most  trifling  marks 
of  contrition!"  ^"^ 

But  it  is  not  simply  in  plotting  and  in  characterization  that  moral 
standards  must  be  upheld.  The  playwrights  of  the  late  eighteenth 
century  regularly  pander  to  this  taste  for  comedies  which  are  illus- 
trated sermons  for  the  moral  edification  of  the  audience  by  larding 
their  plays  with  moral  sentiments.  The  pure  and  good  characters  re- 
peatedly deliver  themselves  of  smug  speeches  which  are  really  copy- 
book maxims  set  forth  for  the  gratification  of  the  audience.  Fre- 
quently these  pronouncements  were  applauded  by  the  audience  for 
their  moral  rectitude  and  not  for  any  particular  bearing  which  they 
had  on  the  play.  Thus  in  George  Cumberland's  comedy  The  West 
Indian,  Belcour  apologizes  to  Miss  Dudley  for  having  believed  the 
false  story  that  she  was  really  the  mistress  and  not  the  sister  of 
Charles  Dudley.  Contritely  he  asks,  "What  reparation  can  I  make 
to  you  and  to  virtue.''"  Miss  Dudley  replies  with  the  gentle  forgive- 
ness and  the  moral  admonition  which  the  eighteenth-century  audi- 
ence so  greatly  admired:  "To  me  there's  nothing  due,  nor  anything 
demanded  of  you  but  your  more  favourable  opinion  for  the  future, 
if  you  should  chance  to  think  of  me:  Upon  the  part  of  virtue  I'm  not 
empower'd  to  speak,  but  if  hereafter,  as  you  range  thro'  life  you 
shou'd  surprize  her  in  the  person  of  some  wretched  female,  poor  as 
myself  and  not  so  well  protected,  enforce  not  your  advantage,  com- 
pleat  not  your  licentious  triumph,  but  raise  her,  rescue  her  from 
shame  and  sorrow,  and  reconcile  her  to  herself  again."  ^^ 

This  speech  illustrates  another  phase  of  the  taste  of  the  eighteenth- 
century  audience — a  strong  preference  for  sentimentality.  Senti- 
mentalism  can  be  found  in  the  plays  of  many  periods,  but  the  late 
eighteenth-century  audience  was  so  fond  of  it  that  sentimental 
comedy  came  to  be  one  of  the  most  popular  dramatic  forms.^^ 
These  comedies  constantly  sing  the  praises  of  the  kind-hearted  and 
the  simple-minded.  They  are  travesties  of  real  life,  because  the  evil 
characters  are  invariably  defeated  in  spite  of  their  shrewdness,  and 
the  good  characters  win  out  because  of  their  compassionate  love  for 
their  fellow  men.  Beauty  and  virtue  in  distress  are  repeatedly  ex- 
hibited in  order  that  the  audience  may  indulge  itself  in  the  luxury 
of  tears;  pity  and  charity  are  regularly  exalted  as  the  chief  virtues; 

1'^  Quoted  in  NicoU's  A  History  of  the  hate  Eighteenth  Century  Drama,  ly 50-1800 
(Cambridge:  The  University  Press,  1927)  from  Biographia  Dramatica,  III,  216. 

1^  Act  V,  Scene  5. 

^^  See  Chapter  IX  for  an  extended  discussion  of  the  characteristics  of  sentimentalism 
and  of  sentimentality  in  the  drama. 
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and  repentance  and  forgiveness  are  displayed  again  and  again  as  life's 
most  edifying  spectacles.  Often  characters  in  these  sentimental  com- 
edies are  quite  explicit  in  stating  their  sentimental  principles,  as  when 
Captain  Dudley,  in  The  West  Indian,  defends  an  admired  author 
from  a  charge  of  looseness:  "I  hold  him  to  be  a  moralist  in  the  no- 
blest sense;  he  plays  indeed  with  the  fancy,  and  sometimes  perhaps 
too  wantonly;  but  while  he  thus  designedly  masks  his  main  attack, 
he  comes  at  once  upon  the  heart;  refines,  amends  it,  softens  it;  beats 
down  each  selfish  barrier  from  about  it,  and  opens  every  sluice  of 
pity  and  benevolence."  ^^ 

This  demand  of  the  large  middle  class  audience  for  the  triumph 
of  virtue,  the  enunciation  of  moral  sentiments,  and  the  display  of 
touching  distress,  virtuous  poverty,  tearful  repentance,  and  sweet 
forgiveness,  sets  its  mark  on  most  of  the  plays  of  the  eighteenth  cen- 
tury and  particularly  on  the  sentimental  comedies. 

The  Theater 

The  effect  of  the  taste  and  character  of  the  eighteenth-century 
audience  on  the  plays  of  the  time  was  modified,  of  course,  by  the 
conditions  in  the  theaters  in  which  these  plays  were  presented. 

The  most  notable  characteristic  of  these  playhouses,  as  distin- 
guished from  the  Restoration  theaters  and  the  Elizabethan  theaters, 
was  their  size.  As  the  audience  grew  larger,  the  theater  buildings 
were  enlarged,  until,  by  the  last  decade  of  the  century,  Drury  Lane 
was  estimated  to  hold  an  audience  of  3,611,  and  its  chief  rival,  Co- 
vent  Garden,  was  nearly  as  large.  These  two,  the  most  important, 
though  by  no  means  the  only  theaters  of  the  time,  were  not  only 
larger  than  any  of  the  earlier  London  theaters,  but  much  larger 
than  the  average  modern  theater.^  ^  When  one  recalls  the  difficulty 
of  seeing  and  hearing  from  the  top  balcony  of  one  of  the  larger 
theaters  to-day,  he  is  appalled  to  think  of  the  strain  the  eighteenth- 
century  audience  must  have  experienced  in  trying  to  see  a  stage 
lighted  not  by  carefully  focused  electric  lights  but  by  candles,  and 
in  trying  to  hear  the  voices  of  the  distant  actors  above  the  minor 
disturbances  in  an  audience  much  less  well-behaved  than  the  mod- 
ern one. 

The  difficulty  which  the  actors  had  in  making  themselves  seen 
and  heard  in  a  large,  ill-lit  theater  with  bad  acoustics  is  one  of 
the  important  influences  on  the  plays  of  the  time.  George  Colman, 
the  younger,  one  of  the  popular  playwrights,  points  out  the  situa- 
tion in  a  song  which  he  wrote  for  his  New  Hay  at  the  Old  Market, 
performed  in  1795. 

20  Act  II,  Scene  2. 

2^  The  average  New  York  theater  holds  about  1,000. 


COMEDY  III 

Or  if,  tardily,  the  sound 

Travels  all  the  house  around, 
'Twixt  the  action  and  words  there's  a  breach* 

And  it  seems  as  if  Macbeth, 

Half  a  minute  after  death, 
On  his  back,  made  his  last  dying  speech. 
Let  your  Shakespeares  and  Jonsons  go  hang,  go  hang! 
Let  your  Otways  and  Dry  dens  go  drown!  etc.^' 

Under  conditions  like  these,  it  is  apparent  that  effects  could  never 
be  very  subtle:  the  audience  was  too  likely  to  fail  to  see  the  signif- 
icant gesture  or  fail  to  hear  the  change  in  tone.  The  dramatist  and 
the  actor  placed  most  reliance  on  the  large  gesture  and  on  the 
oratorical  speech  delivered  in  ringing  tones  from  the  apron  of  the 
stage."  ^  These  declamatory  speeches  appear  very  frequently  in 
the  plays;  they  were,  of  course,  much  more  effective  in  the  huge, 
badly  lighted  theaters  for  which  they  were  written  than  in  the  in- 
timate modern  drawing-room  settings  in  which  we  are  likely  to 
imagine  them. 

A  large  theater  of  this  type  is  well  suited  to  spectacular  displays, 
and  the  eighteenth-century  audience  was  regaled  with  castles  blow- 
ing up  and  ruins  falling  upon  the  stage,  heroes  rushing  through 
fire  to  rescue  fair  ladies  in  burning  towers,  animated  skeletons 
sinking  beneath  the  earth  in  bursts  of  flame,  and  various  types 
of  sea  pieces.  These  wonders,  however,  were  generally  displayed 
in  melodramas,  pantomimes,  and  the  various  minor  dramatic  forms 
which  were  an  important  part  of  the  theatrical  fare  of  the  time. 
In  the  comedies,  the  staging  did  not  differ  greatly  from  Restoration 
staging,  though  somewhat  more  use  was  made  of  the  proscenium 
curtain  and  though,  sometimes,  toward  the  end  of  the  century, 
modern  box  sets  with  doors  were  used  instead  of  the  conventional 
wings  and  drops.  In  spite  of  these  developments,  the  old  opening 
and  closing  scenes  were  still  in  general  use.  Minor  improvements 
on  the  stage  have  very  little  effect  on  eighteenth-century  comedies; 
the  important  influence  of  the  physical  theater  upon  the  plays  of 
the  time  is  to  be  found  in  the  size  of  the  huge  playhouses. 

H.  MODERN  COMEDY 

Modern  comedy,  though  it  really  developed  somewhat  later  than 
modern  tragedy,  may  be  taken  for  the  sake  of  uniformity  to  in- 

^2  Quoted  in  NicoU's  A  History  of  the  Late  Eighteenth  Century  Drama,  ij 50-1800, 
p.  24. 

23  Of  course  the  Elizabethan  platform  stage  had  long  since  disappeared,  and  evcp 
the  apron  was  less  conspicuous  than  it  had  been  in  the  Restoration  theater,  but  still 
the  stage  bowed  out  beyond  the  proscenium  arch  far  enough  so  that  the  actor  who 
came  down  to  the  footlights  was  partly  out  of  the  stage  picture  and  had  a  slight 
advantage  in  addressing  the  audience  directly. 
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elude  all  the  comedies  written  since  1880.  These  plays,  since  they 
are  written  for  our  own  times,  present  none  of  those  unfamiliar 
characteristics  with  which  we  have  had  to  acquaint  ourselves  for 
all  earlier  periods.  There  are,  of  course,  certain  aspects  of  the  mod- 
ern theater  and  the  modern  audience  whose  significance  or  pe- 
culiarity we  are  likely  to  neglect  because  they  seem  normal  or 
"natural"  to  us,  but  they  have  already  been  discussed  in  the 
chapter  on  modern  tragedy,  and  they  may  be  referred  to  there. 

In  type,  modern  comedies  present  for  the  most  part  adaptations 
and  combinations  of  the  six  historic  types  of  comedy  which  we 
have  already  surveyed:  comedy  of  intrigue  or  situation,  realistic  or 
satiric  comedy,  romantic  comedy,  high  comedy  or  comedy  of  char- 
acter, comedy  of  wit  or  manners,  and  sentimental  comedy.  Cer- 
tain modern  plays  are  really  combinations  of  two  or  more  of  these 
types,  but  many  of  them  are  just  the  old  types  slightly  modified  by 
modern  stage  conditions  and  modern  prejudices. 

The  old  Roman  comedy  of  situation  or  intrigue  which  presents 
type  characters  in  ludicrous  or  embarrassing  predicaments,  which 
is  not  dominantly  satiric  in  purpose,  and  which  does  not  descend 
quite  to  the  level  of  violence  and  gross  exaggeration  characteristic 
of  farce,^^  is  to  be  seen  on  the  modern  stage  in  plays  like  Lady 
Gregory's  Wor\house  Ward  and  Hyacinth  Halvey  and  Drink- 
water's  Bird  in  Hand. 

Satiric  or  realistic  comedy  which  attempts  primarily  to  ridicule 
the  foibles  and  petty  vices  of  contemporary  life  is  to  be  found 
ridiculing  twentieth-century  follies  on  the  modern  stage  in  much 
the  same  fashion  that  Jonson  ridiculed  the  follies  of  Jacobean  Lon- 
don, except  that  modern  comic  dramatists  are  seldom  so  virulent 
as  Jonson  was.  Plays  like  Synge's  Playboy  of  the  Western  World 
and  Shaw's  The  Doctor's  Dilemma  and  Major  Barbara  are  comedies 
of  this  type. 

Shakespeare's  romantic  comedy  is  not  a  popular  type  in  our 
theaters;  yet  we  occasionally  have  plays  with  the  same  idyllic  back- 
ground, the  same  strong  interest  in  the  final  happy  union  of  the 
lovers,  and  the  same  mixture  of  laughter  and  romance.  One  of 
the  modern  plays  most  like  the  Elizabethan  romantic  comedy  in 
its  general  characteristics  is  Prunella  by  Harley  Granville-Barker 
and  Lawrence  Housman.  But  on  the  modern  stage  we  are  ac- 
customed to  find  the  interests  to  which  Shakespeare  appealed  in 

2*  Not  that  the  Roman  comedy  never  descended  to  the  level  of  farce,  but,  as  we 
have  noted  in  our  chapter  on  the  form  comedy,  we  are  arbitrarily  considering  farce 
as  a  separate  form  even  in  those  periods  of  dramatic  development  which  did  not 
distinguish  it  from  comedy. 
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the  more  romantic  ^^  of  our  musical  comedies  rather  than  in  plays. 
At  first  glance  this  may  seem  surprising,  because  Shakespeare's 
romantic  comedies  are  literary  masterpieces  while  musical  comedies 
are  quite  insignificant  as  literature.  Yet  different  as  the  two  are  in 
the  greatness  of  their  achievement,  the  fact  remains  that  they  are 
designed  to  appeal  to  the  same  general  type  of  interest  in  the 
audience.  Though  As  You  Like  It  is  a  classic,  it  is  of  the  same 
comic  type  as  The  Student  Prince  and  The  Cat  and  the  Fiddle. 

Moliere's  high  comedy,  or  comedy  of  character,  which  depends 
for  its  chief  interest  upon  the  inevitable  clash  between  characters 
of  opposed  ideas  and  temperaments  and  which  attempts  to  study 
in  a  half-humorous,  half-serious  fashion  the  fundamental  relation- 
ships between  certain  eternal  types  of  men  and  women,  is  fairly 
popular  on  the  stage  of  to-day.  There  are  not,  of  course,  a  great 
number  of  these  comedies,  for  they  are  one  of  the  highest  types  of 
dramatic  achievement  and  consequently  not  to  be  found  in  every 
season.  But  Bernard  Shaw's  Candida  and  S.  N.  Behrman's  Biog- 
raphy and  perhaps  his  Second  Man  and  St.  John  Ervine's  The 
Second  Mrs.  Fraser  are  notable  modern  contributions  to  this  type 
of  comedy. 

The  comedy  of  wit  or  manners  characteristic  of  the  Restoration 
period  in  England  which  was  written  for  a  sophisticated  audience, 
and  which,  though  it  did  make  fun  of  the  pet  vanities  and  aflFecta- 
tions  of  high  society,  was  intended  to  amuse  the  audience  chiefly 
by  the  brilliance  of  its  witty  dialogue,  occupies  a  prominent  place 
in  the  modern  theater.  Such  comedies,  depending  as  they  do  on 
the  ability  of  the  dramatist  to  sustain  the  brilliant  conversation 
for  the  length  of  the  play,  are  almost  as  great  an  achievement  as 
comedy  of  character,  and  are,  therefore,  never  really  common. 
Modern  examples  of  the  type  include  plays  like  Oscar  Wilde's 
Lady  Windermere's  Fan  and  Somerset  Maugham's  The  Circle  and 
Philip  Barry's  Paris  Bound. 

Finally,  there  is  the  sentimental  comedy  of  the  eighteenth  and 
early  nineteenth  centuries.  Because  of  the  modern  reaction  against 
sentimentality  this  type  of  comedy  is  not  popular  with  the  more 
sophisticated  element  of  the  audience  in  our  theaters.  Yet  there 
are  modern  comedies  which  exploit  the  old  interest  in  preaching 


25  Modern  musical  comedies  are  of  two  general  classes:  satiric,  like  Of  Thee  I  Sing, 
Stand  Up  and  Cheer,  and  Let  'Em  Eat  Ca\e,  which  poke  fun  at  some  aspect  of 
American  life — presidential  elections  or  big  business;  and  the  more  old-fashioned 
romantic  musical  comedies  which  tell  a  pretty  love  story,  with  songs  and  dances 
and  a  certain  amount  of  miscellaneous  nonsense  by  the  comedians.  It  is  this  latter 
type,  of  course,  which  resembles  Shakespeare's  romantic  comedy. 
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from  the  stage,  the  interest  in  the  supposedly  inevitable  triumph 
of  the  soft-hearted  and  virtuous  over  the  hard-headed  and  wicked, 
and  the  tearful  delight  in  the  pitiful  and  lugubrious  for  its  own 
sake.  Perhaps  the  closest  modern  approximations  to  this  rather  cheap 
type  of  comedy  are  Channing  Pollock's  House  Beautiful  and  The 
Fool.  But  the  most  successful  sentimental  comedies  on  the  modern 
stage  are  not  so  insistently  moralizing  or  so  naive  in  character  as 
these.  Plays  which  combine  sentiment  and  humor  and  fantasy  are 
more  admirable  modern  variations  of  the  sentimental  species.  The 
greatest  modern  exponent  of  this  type  of  comedy  is  Sir  James  M. 
Barrie,  whose  Kiss  for  Cinderella  and  Quality  Street  and  Alice- 
Sit-by-the-Fire  are  really  notable  plays. 

This  survey  of  the  historic  types  of  comedy  to  be  found  on  the 
modern  stage  has  been  misleading  if  it  has  given  the  impression 
that  all  modern  comedies  are  easily  classifiable  as  belonging  to  one 
or  another  of  these  types.  In  fact,  one  of  the  characteristics  of  mod- 
ern drama  is  that  it  tends  frequently  to  mix  dramatic  types  and 
even  dramatic  forms.  Plays  like  Shaw's  Androcles  and  the  Lion 
combine  the  wildest  farce  with  keen  satiric  analysis,  and  Sean 
O'Casey's  Juno  and  the  Paycocf(^  even  mixes  hilarious  comedy  with 
stark  tragedy  in  almost  equal  proportions.  When  such  combinations 
of  apparently  incongruous  appeals  have  been  successful,  it  is  not 
surprising  that  less  startling  mixtures  of  comedy  of  situation  with 
comedy  of  wit,  as  in  Kelly's  The  Torch  Bearers  and  in  Kaufman 
and  Hart's  Once  in  a  Lifetime  are  popular  in  our  theaters. 

One  of  the  reasons  for  this  frequent  mixture  of  types  in  modern 
comedy  is  the  wide-spread  interest  among  leading  contemporary 
playwrights  in  the  use  of  drama  for  the  propagation  of  ideas.  In 
comedy  this  interest  traces  back  to  Bernard  Shaw,  though  Shaw 
derived  it  from  Henrik  Ibsen.  Shaw's  comedies  nearly  always  have 
an  idea  or  a  doctrine  to  expound,  and  the  dramatist  concentrates 
on  his  idea,  sometimes  setting  it  forth  through  satire,  sometimes 
through  direct  statement.  The  dramatist  pounds  in  this  idea  as 
insistently  as  he  dares,  dropping  it  only  at  intervals  in  order  to  keep 
the  audience  in  a  good  humor  and  a  receptive  state  of  mind  by 
means  of  a  little  miscellaneous  entertainment,  generally  farcical 
in  character,  and  then  returning  to  the  idea  again.  In  Arms  and 
the  Man  Shaw  proclaims  that  the  romantic  glamour  of  warfare 
and  the  heroic  life  of  the  soldier  are  all  nonsense;  in  Man  and 
Superman  he  preaches  his  doctrine  of  the  life  force  and  ridicules 
popular  notions  on  the  modesty  of  women  and  romantic  love. 
These  comedies  and  others  like  Ccssar  and  Cleopatra,  Getting 
Married,  and  The  Apple  Cart  have  been  so  challenging  to  modere 
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audiences  and  modern  readers  that  the  interest  in  ideas  has  come 
to  characterize  many  of  our  best  comedies. 

In  fact,  the  influence  of  Shaw  and  Ibsen  has  been  so  great  that 
in  some  modern  comedies  the  dramatist  has  dwelt  upon  his  idea 
at  the  expense  of  his  play.  And  certain  modern  theater-goers  and 
critics  have  encouraged  this  by  sneering  at  plays  which  do  not  have 
a  thesis  to  set  forth  and  lauding  badly  written  plays  just  because 
they  preach  a  favorite  doctrine.  Such  critics  forget  that  many  of 
the  greatest  dramatists  have  had  no  controversial  ideas  to  present 
in  their  comedies.  Shakespeare  had  none,  nor  did  Congreve,  Sher- 
idan or  Wilde. 

In  spite  of  this  occasional  tendency  to  use  the  stage  as  a  lecture 
platform,  modern  dramatists  have  made  the  comedy  of  our  time 
a  significant  achievement.  They  have  produced  excellent  comedies 
of  nearly  all  the  historic  types,  and  they  have  combined  the  old 
types  in  effective  new  variations.  Though  it  is  always  extremely 
difficult  to  be  sure  of  the  real  value  of  the  plays  of  one's  own  time, 
it  seems  not  impossible  that  the  comedies  of  Shaw  and  Barrie  and 
Ervine  and  Behrman  may  some  day  be  accorded  an  honorable  place 
in  the  long  development  of  comedy  from  the  ancient  masterpieces 
of  Aristophanes. 


CHAPTER  IV 
MELODRAMA  AND  FARCE 

Melodrama  and  farce  are  less  significant  dramatic  forms  than 
tragedy  and  comedy.  This  does  not  mean  that  they  are  less  popular, 
for  a  large  number  of  stage  successes  are  farces  or  melodramas;  the 
majority  of  popular  movies  will  be  found  to  be  one  or  another  of 
these  two  forms.  They  are  less  significant  because  they  are  de- 
signed to  make  a  more  trivial  and  temporary  appeal  than  the  higher 
forms;  no  one  is  expected  to  carry  anything  away  with  him  from 
these  plays;  they  have  no  "inner  meaning."  We  expect  plays  of 
these  two  dramatic  forms  to  be  more  obvious  in  their  appeal  than 
tragedy  and  comedy;  they  depend  upon  action,  and  their  funda- 
mental conflict  is  an  external  one,  like  the  fight  between  two  men 
for  a  woman  or  the  violent  attempts  of  a  debtor  to  fool  his  creditors; 
they  do  not  depend  upon  more  subtle  conflicts  like  Hamlet's  mental 
struggles  or  Alceste's  fight  against  social  conventions.  In  melodrama 
and  farce  the  plot  and  the  individual  incidents  are  more  important 
than  the  characters  or  the  implications  of  the  action  as  a  whole. 
The  highest  aim  of  melodrama  is  a  thrill;  the  highest  aim  of  farce 
is  a  laugh. 

In  general  it  may  be  said  that  melodrama  is  a  lower  form  of 
tragedy  and  farce  a  lower  form  of  comedy.  These  resemblances, 
however,  are  only  superficial.  Melodrama,  like  tragedy,  does  deal 
with  serious  or  painful  elements  in  life — death,  dishonor,  and  mis- 
fortune of  various  sorts.  But  the  attitude  of  the  dramatist  and  his 
treatment  of  his  material  are  more  important  factors  in  a  play  than 
the  subject  matter.  It  is  in  these  fundamentals  that  melodrama  dif- 
fers most  sharply  from  tragedy.^  The  same  is  true  of  the  similari- 
ties and  differences  between  comedy  and  farce.  They  are  alike  in 
their  interest  in  the  less  catastrophic  phases  of  life,  in  the  amusing 
and  the  ridiculous;  but  the  difference  between  the  keenly  observant 

1  The  casual  observer  sometimes  says  that  the  chief  difference  between  melodrama 
and  tragedy  lies  in  the  ending:  a  melodrama  ends  happily,  a  tragedy  unhappily.  This 
is  not  true.  Although  most  tragedies  do  end  unhappily,  we  have  seen  (p.  i6)  that 
happy  endings  are  sometimes  used;  much  more  significant,  we  have  seen  that  the 
character  of  the  outcome  is  not  of  primary  importance  in  a  tragedy  (p.  i6).  So 
it  is  with  melodrama.  Though  most  of  them  end  with  success  for  the  sympathetic 
characters,  not  all  do;  and  in  either  case  the  handling  of  the  material  and  the  aim 
of  the  dramatist  are  infinitely  more  significant  than  the  concluding  events. 

ii6 
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method  o£  comedy  and  the  irresponsible,  grossly  exaggerated  method 
of  farce  is  almost  as  great  as  the  difference  between  the  methods 
of  tragedy  and  melodrama. 

MELODRAMA 

Many  theater-goers  are  inclined  to  think  that  melodrama  is  a 
form  of  play  which  was  popular  in  the  nineteenth  century  when 
our  grandparents  flocked  to  see  Uncle  Tom's  Cabin  and  The  Girl 
of  the  Golden  West,  but  that  it  is  seldom  seen  in  our  modern 
sophisticated  theaters.  This  is  far  from  the  truth.  Melodrama  is 
just  as  popular  now  as  it  ever  was.  If  we  take  into  consideration 
the  movies,  it  is  more  popular  with  the  modern  audience  than  it 
has  ever  been  before.  The  change  that  has  taken  place  is  not  so 
much  in  the  taste  of  the  audience  as  in  the  method  of  advertising 
the  plays.  Since  so  many  people  have  a  vague  idea  that  melodrama 
is  an  old-fashioned  unsophisticated  type,  slightly  beneath  them,  the 
press-agents  (who  know  what  the  public  likes,  whether  it  is  willing 
to  admit  it  or  not)  give  new  names  to  the  same  old  type  of  play. 
The  modern  version  of  the  old-fashioned  "bad  man"  melodrama 
is  advertised  as  "A  thrilling  drama  of  love  in  Chicago's  gangland"; 
the  antiquated  virtue-in-distress  melodrama  is  brought  up-to-date 
as  "A  poignant  tale  of  love  amid  the  breathless  life  back  stage"; 
and  the  old  military  melodrama  becomes  "Mud!  Blood!  Glory! 
As  the  Pursuit  Planes  Fly  through  Death  in  the  Last  Great  Drive 
on  the  Western  Front!"  Only  the  names  and  places  and  the  means 
of  transportation  are  changed  in  these  plays;  the  essential  action  is 
just  the  same  as  in  the  popular  melodramas  of  fifty  years  ago. 

The  term  melodrama  was  first  used  in  English  at  the  beginning 
of  the  nineteenth  century,  though  the  type  of  play  is  much  older. 
Originally  the  word,  as  its  etymology  indicates,  was  applied  to  a 
serious  play  which  was  accompanied  by  music;  but  the  musical  ac- 
companiment is  no  longer  a  necessity  though  it  is  still  sometimes 
used  to  stir  up  the  audience.  The  really  essential  elements  in  a  melo- 
drama are  the  thrills.  The  necessity  of  producing  thrills  at  any  cost 
is  the  root  of  most  of  the  distinguishing  traits  of  the  form. 

For  this  reason,  the  characters  in  a  melodrama  are  usually  only 
type  figures,  and  frequently  they  are  quite  inconsistent;  invariably 
the  characters  are  dominated  by  the  plot.  This  is  almost  inevitable 
if  the  thrills  are  to  be  frequent  and  easily  experienced  by  every  mem- 
ber of  the  audience.  The  playwright  must  expend  his  ingenuity 
in  devising  exciting  situations — the  sudden  kidnapping  of  the 
heroine  by  the  gangsters  whose  opium  cache  she  has  accidentally 
discovered;  her  clever  escape  just  before  the  hide-out  is  shot  up  by 
rival  gangsters;  her  quick  work  in  saving  her  lover,  the  young 
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state's  attorney  who  couldn't  be  bought-ofi,  just  as  he  had  started 
on  his  one-way  ride;  and  finally  the  desperate  gun  battle  in  which 
the  girl  and  the  state's  attorney  out-shoot  One-eyed  Mulligan  and 
Benito  the  Bomber.  In  manipulating  such  situations  as  these  the 
dramatist  has  no  time  to  spend  in  setting  forth  the  subtleties  of 
the  character  of  the  heroine.  If  he  did  stop  for  characterization,  the 
audience  would  be  annoyed  at  the  delay  in  the  exciting  action  and 
probably  bored  at  being  forced  to  consider  the  mind  of  a  woman 
whose  function  was  not  to  think  but  to  act.  It  is  enough  that  the 
audience  be  told  that  she  is  the  usual  melodrama  type — ^brave,  quick- 
witted, and  virtuous,  or,  as  the  modern  audience  prefers  to  have 
it  stated,  "true  to  her  man." 

But  there  is  a  reason  more  fundamental  than  these  for  the 
sketchy  or  inconsistent  characterization  in  a  melodrama.  The  full 
development  of  a  character  would  be  not  only  unnecessary  and 
distracting  but  it  would  also  be  positively  disastrous  to  the  plot. 
Well-developed  characters  have  a  way  of  taking  the  plot  into  their 
own  hands;  they  cannot  be  made  to  do  just  anything  the  author 
may  think  exciting;  they  must  do  what  their  ideas  and  prejudices 
and  character  traits  would  have  forced  them  to  do  in  a  given 
situation.  This  would  never  do  in  a  melodrama.  Honest  and  pains- 
taking characterization  would  force  the  author  of  the  melodrama 
whose  situations  we  have  just  outlined  into  all  sorts  of  difficulties. 
For  instance:  If  the  young  state's  attorney  were  so  honest,  how  did 
he  happen  to  get  elected  in  a  city  corrupt  enough  to  be  infested 
with  gangs?  This  is  not  wholly  impossible,  but  honest  characteriza- 
tion demands  some  explanation  of  it,  and  the  explanation  of  a 
peculiar  local  political  set-up  is  not  likely  to  be  a  very  exciting 
prelude  to  a  gang  play.  Again,  if  the  heroine  had  enough  brains 
to  outwit  the  gangsters  once,  how  did  she  happen  to  be  so  stupid 
that  she  was  involved  in  a  situation  where  desperate  gun  play  was 
necessary  ?  This  also  might  be  explained,  but  every  step  in  outlining 
contradictory  traits  in  the  heroine's  character  would  lead  to  greater 
difficulties  in  forcing  her  into  the  next  exciting  but  highly  im- 
probable situation.  Long  ago  writers  of  melodrama  learned  that 
it  is  best  to  give  characters  only  the  most  obvious  story  book  traits 
and  then  to  keep  things  happening  so  fast  that  no  one  in  the  audi- 
ence has  time  to  wonder  about  the  inconsistencies  or  notice  that  the 
heroine  is  only  an  old  stock  figure  with  no  individuality  whatever. 

Even  in  an  unusually  clever  and  well  developed  melodrama  like 
The  Green  Goddess,  which  George  Arliss  made  so  successful,  the 
characters  are  never  allowed  to  become  real  enough  to  get  out  of 
hand.  Major  Crespin  is  stupid  when  the  plot  requires  that  he  insult 
the  natives  in  spite  of  his  long  colonial  experience,  and  he  is  quick- 
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witted  when  the  plot  demands  that  he  conceal  his  knowledge  of 
wireless;  he  is  a  drunkard  when  it  is  necessary  for  the  audience 
to  sympathize  with  his  wife,  and  a  man  of  iron  nerves  when  it  is 
necessary  for  him  to  save  the  party.  The  heroine  is  a  tender  mother 
longing  for  her  innocent  babes  when  mother  love  is  required  to 
work  up  the  Rajah's  big  seduction  scene,  but  she  is  the  ordinary 
love-sick  heroine  when  she  clings  to  her  lover  in  order  to  inject 
the  necessary  pathos  into  the  weird  sacrificial  scene.  Even  the  Rajah, 
who  looks  somewhat  like  a  well-developed  character  because  he 
has  a  few  vivid  but  superficial  traits  and  is  given  a  great  many  lines, 
acts  as  the  plot  and  not  as  his  own  character  dictates.  He  is  sensi- 
tive and  cultured  when  his  civilization  will  appear  most  striking 
against  the  barbarous  background;  he  is  cruel  and  primitive  when 
his  blood  lust  will  add  to  the  excitement;  he  is  cool  and  far-sighted 
when  his  intelligence  will  startle  the  audience,  but  childishly  rash 
and  impractical  when  it  is  necessary  to  stage  a  big  finale. 

The  inconsistencies  which  we  have  noticed  in  melodramatic 
characterization  should  have  called  attention  to  the  episodic  char- 
acter of  these  plays.  More  than  other  dramatic  forms,  melodramas 
are  written  not  to  present  a  logical  sequence  of  events  but  to  display 
a  series  of  individual  scenes.  Each  scene  is  exciting  in  and  for  itself 
and  depends  much  less  upon  the  preceding  scenes  for  its  effect 
than  is  the  case  in  comedy  and  tragedy.  In  this  regard  a  melo- 
drama has  much  in  common  with  a  newspaper  comic  strip;  this 
Sunday's  paper  displays  the  same  characters  as  last  week's  and 
that  of  the  week  before,  but  there  is  usually  no  difficulty  in  under- 
standing the  situation,  whether  the  earlier  issues  have  been  read 
or  not.  The  old  melodramatic  movie  serials  took  full  advantage  of 
this  characteristic.  Since  the  melodrama  involves  practically  no 
character  development  and  comparatively  little  evolution  in  the 
plot,  the  adventures  of  "Poor  Pauline"  on  a  runaway  express  train 
lose  nothing  if  one  missed  last  week's  picture  when  "Poor  Pauline" 
was  carried  oflf  in  a  submarine.  It  would  be  inaccurate  to  say  that 
any  act  of  any  melodrama  could  be  fully  appreciated  by  itself,  but 
certainly  there  is  much  less  interdependence  of  act  upon  act  and 
scene  upon  scene  in  melodrama  than  in  comedy  or  tragedy. 

This  discussion  of  the  plot-dominated  characters  and  of  the 
episodic  structure  of  melodrama  has  served  to  point  out  a  third 
feature  of  the  form — its  essential  dishonesty.  In  this  respect  melo- 
drama is  precisely  the  opposite  of  tragedy.  The  tragic  dramatist  asks 
himself,  "What  is  the  one  thing  which  these  people  would  do  in 
these  circumstances?"  The  writer  of  melodrama  asks  himself,  "What 
is  the  most  exciting  thing  these  people  might  do?"  and  then,  "How 
can  I  make  it  appear  that  they  might  actually  have  done  such  an 


120  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

improbable  thing?"  He  is  interested  not  at  all  in  showing  life  as 
it  actually  is,  but  simply  in  writing  an  exciting  entertainment, 
near  enough  to  real  life  to  keep  the  customers  from  walking  out. 

These  features  of  melodrama — its  simple  inconsistent  characteriiia- 
tion,  its  episodic  plot,  and  its  dishonest  portrayal  of  life — with  its 
aim  of  mere  excitement  for  the  moment  and  nothing  else,  make 
it  one  of  the  most  childish  of  the  dramatic  forms.  The  people  and 
the  events  seen  on  the  stage  have  no  significance  and  only  the  most 
superficial  resemblance  to  real  life.  No  writer  of  melodrama  ex- 
pects to  make  his  audience  think;-  in  fact,  the  less  thinking  the 
spectators  do  the  more  they  are  likely  to  enjoy  the  play.  A  child 
of  ten  or  twelve  can  appreciate  the  average  melodrama  as  well  as 
an  adult.  These  are  the  reasons  most  good  press  agents  refuse  to 
admit  that  their  sensational  plays  are  melodramas;  they  are  also 
the  reasons  that  while  the  patrons  of  comedy  and  tragedy  may 
number  hundreds  of  thousands,  devotees  of  melodrama  number 
millions. 

FARCE 

Much  of  what  has  been  said  of  melodrama  will  apply  to  farce,  with 
the  obvious  difference  that  the  first  treats  sensational  events,  the 
other  ridiculous  ones;  that  melodrama  has  for  its  highest  aim  a 
thrill,  farce,  for  its  end,  a  laugh. 

The  same  reluctance  of  modern  theater-goers  to  admit  that  they 
enjoy  the  cruder  forms  of  drama  is  seen  in  farce  as  in  melodrama. 
The  theaters  find  it  advisable  to  advertise  their  popular  farces  as 
"the  hilarious  comedy  hit,"  "a  drama  of  good  clean  fun  for  all  the 
family,"  "the  new  laugh  sensation,"  The  short  movies  called  "come- 
dies" are  invariably  farces  of  the  crudest  type. 

Though  these  advertisements  are  obviously  written  with  the  in- 
tent to  deceive,  they  are  not  quite  such  bland  attempts  to  pass  off 
cheap  entertainment  for  sincere  dramatic  writing  as  the  advertise- 
ments of  melodrama  are.  For  the  line  of  division  between  comedy 
and  farce  is  not  so  sharply  marked  as  that  which  divides  tragedy 
from  the  lower  form  of  serious  drama.  There  are  plays,  like  Gold- 
smith's She  Stoops  to  Conquer,  so  close  to  this  line  that  they  are 
sometimes  called  comedies,  sometimes  farces,  or  even  farce-comedies. 
Even  plays  on  a  higher  intellectual  level  than  She  Stoops  to  Con- 

2  Occasionally  we  have  a  melodrama  with  a  propaganda  purpose  in  which  the 
dramatist  claims  that  he  is  trying  to  make  the  audience  think  about  war  or  com- 
munism or  fascism.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  such  dramatists  are  not  really  asking  the 
audience  to  be  thoughtful;  the  real  purpose  is  to  make  the  audience  hate  war  or 
communism  or  capitalism.  There  is  a  very  interesting  discussion  oi  just  this  point  in 
two  articles  by  Joseph  Wood  K.rutch  on  a  play  called  Stevedore.  {The  Nation,  Vol.  138, 
May  2  and   9,    1934.) 
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quer  employ  the  technique  of  farce  in  certain  scenes.  In  Shake- 
speare's Twelfth  Night  the  duel  between  Viola  and  Sir  Andrew 
Aguecheek  is  farce,  and  in  Congreve's  Love  for  Love  Miss  Prue's 
pursuit  of  Tattle  is  typical  farce.  Yet  both  these  plays  are  rightly 
called  comedies  because  the  comedy  scenes  predominate  and  because 
the  tone  of  the  play  as  a  whole  is  far  above  the  exaggerated,  irrespon- 
sible level  of  farce. 

This  occasional  degeneracy  of  comedy  into  farce  is  evidence  of 
the  fact  just  mentioned,  that  the  difference  between  the  two  forms  is 
not  so  great  as  the  difference  between  tragedy  and  melodrama.  In 
fact,  for  many  years  in  the  history  of  the  drama  no  distinction  was 
made  between  the  two  types  of  humorous  play.  We  have  seen  ^  thai 
Aristophanes  constantly  mixed  farce  with  satire  and  even  literary 
parody,  and  Latin  comedy,  though  unlike  the  Greek  in  many  ways, 
resembled  it  in  the  mixture  of  comedy  and  farce.  In  fact,  in  the 
Restoration  when  the  word  farce  was  introduced,  it  was  not  used  to 
refer  to  a  special  type  of  comic  technique  at  all,  but  to  the  short 
humorous  play  which  was  coming  into  popularity  at  the  time,  a  play 
of  three  acts  instead  of  the  customary  five.  These  short  plays  usually 
dealt  with  highly  exaggerated  incidents  and  characters  and  were 
much  less  subtly  and  brilliantly  written  than  the  longer  plays. 
Gradually  these  characteristics  became  more  closely  associated  with 
the  short  plays  until  the  word  farce  came  to  refer  not  to  the  length 
of  the  play  but  to  its  comparatively  crude  technique  of  exaggeration 
and  slapstick.  It  is  this  meaning  which  we  attach  to  farce  to-day. 

Probably  the  most  distinguishing  characteristics  of  farce  technique 
are  its  exaggeration  of  incidents  and  character  traits,  and  the  conse- 
quent dominance  of  the  plot  over  the  characters.  This  exaggeration 
is  more  than  the  heightening  of  effects  which  is  always  a  part  of  the 
method  of  the  drama;  it  is  a  simplification  of  character  and  action 
to  the  point  where  there  is  very  Httle  character  involved  at  all  and 
the  action  derives  chiefly  from  situation,  involving  only  one  simple 
meaning. 

In  the  most  obvious  type  of  farce,  physical  action  is  most  im- 
portant; the  dramatist  is  interested  not  in  what  people  think  and 
feel  but  in  what  they  do.  In  Charlie's  Aunt  the  young  scapegrace 
dashes  about  Oxford  dressed  as  an  elderly  lady  and  getting  into  all 
sorts  of  ridiculous  difficulties;  in  the  movie  "comedy"  the  fat  man 
steps  on  the  soap  and  falls.  Farce  of  this  sort  is  easy  enough  to 
distinguish  from  comedy,  but  theater-goers  are  sometimes  confused 
by  plays  which  are  equally  typical  of  farce  technique  but  which  rely 
less  on  the  purely  physical.  One  of  the  best  examples  of  this  less 
violent  type  of  farce  is  Oscar  Wilde's  Importance  of  Being  Earnest, 

« See  p.  87. 
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a  play  which  has  none  of  the  running  about  or  the  slapstick  fre- 
quently associated  with  the  form  and  which  is  full  of  clever  witty 
lines.  Yet  when  one  examines  the  play,  it  becomes  apparent  that 
the  fundamental  humor  of  the  piece  is  based  on  situation,  not  char- 
acter, and  that  a  large  proportion  of  the  comic  scenes  are  the  result 
of  gross  exaggerations.  Lady  Bracknell's  absurd  cross-questioning  of 
her  daughter's  suitor — the  amount  of  his  income,  the  number  of 
bedrooms  in  his  country  house,  his  politics — is  typical  of  the  essen- 
tial exaggeration  of  farce;  and  the  ridiculously  improbable  situation 
— a  young  man  who  knows  nothing  of  his  parents  since  he  was 
found  in  a  handbag  at  a  railway  station,  but  eventually  finds  that 
they  were  relatives  of  most  of  the  rest  of  the  cast — dominates  the 
action  of  the  play  just  as  in  more  violent  farces. 

This  exaggeration  and  the  importance  of  situation  in  farce  lead 
almost  inevitably  to  the  simplification  of  character.  As  in  melo- 
drama, the  characters  must  be  kept  simple  so  that  they  will  not 
interfere  with  the  improbabilities  of  the  plot.  Furthermore,  the  usual 
exaggerations  of  certain  traits  for  comic  effect  make  the  people  of 
farces  caricatures.  In  Lady  Bracknell  of  The  Importance  of  Being 
Earnest,  Wilde  so  magnifies  the  domineering  manner  and  the 
shameless  mercenary  interests  of  the  society  dowager  that  his  char- 
acter is  utterly  inhuman,  though  she  is  very  amusing. 

The  episodic  character  of  farce,  like  its  simple  characterizations, 
provides  a  further  resemblance  to  melodrama.  In  both  forms  im- 
mediate entertainment  is  the  sole  aim.  Since  consistency  of  character- 
ization and  reality  in  action  are  of  little  importance,  the  scenes  are 
conceived  one  at  a  time  and  the  characters  are  forced  into  the  situa- 
tions, regardless  of  probabihties,  to  provide  the  laugh  or  the  thrill  as 
the  case  may  be.  This  essential  dishonesty  of  farce,  however,  is  not 
so  misleading  as  it  is  in  melodrama,  for  the  ridiculous  character  of 
the  exaggerations  in  a  farce  prevents  them  from  being  taken  seri- 
ously, as  the  improbabilities  of  melodrama  often  are. 

Farce,  then,  is  one  of  the  simpler  forms  of  drama,  demanding  no 
thought  for  its  appreciation.  It  depends  for  its  humorous  effects 
upon  the  exaggeration  of  a  few  simple  character  traits  and  upon 
action  which  is  frequently,  though  not  always,  physically  violent. 
It  makes  no  pretense  to  depict  reality  and  it  constantly  resorts  to 
gross  improbabilities  in  action  and  in  character.  As  with  melodrama, 
the  essential  dishonesty  of  the  form  and  the  limitation  of  its  aims  to 
purely  immediate  effects  have  distinctly  limited  the  number  of  farces 
of  any  permanent  interest.  Yet  this  very  simplicity  of  the  appeal  of 
farce  has  made  it,  with  melodrama,  the  most  popular  of  the  dramatic 
forms. 
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CHAPTER  V 
DRAMATIC  MODES  AND  VALUES 

We  have  already  considered  the  variety  of  forms — tragedy, 
comedy,  melodrama,  and  farce — that  the  drama  has  assumed  in 
various  ages.  It  remains  for  us  to  indicate  the  even  greater  variety 
of  modes  that  have,  from  time  to  time,  influenced  the  drama.  Obvi- 
ously, these  modes  are  not  so  easy  to  distinguish  or  to  evaluate  as  the 
external  characteristics  that  we  designate  as  historical  and  technical. 
But  they  must  be  taken  into  consideration,  since,  in  the  long  run,  it 
is  upon  the  soundness  and  subtlety  of  the  values  elicited  from  theme 
and  technique  that  the  significance  of  the  drama  depends.  There 
are,  to  be  sure,  plays  that  hold  our  interest  and  inspire  a  kind  of 
admiration  by  the  appeal  of  technique  alone.  But  such  plays  are 
never  veritably  great,  since  their  appeal  is  technical  and  not  aesthetic. 
They  may  have  a  peculiar  interest  to  craftsmen;  they  may  have  a 
transitory  interest  for  the  audience  in  the  theater;  but  they  cannot 
hold  and  enthrall  audiences  for  generation  after  generation;  they 
are  unlikely  to  come  to  be  regarded  as  repositories  of  infinitely 
treasured  values  not  merely  technical. 

Moreover,  it  is  the  dramatic  mode  that  gives  meaning  to  the 
treatment  of  the  story.  Subject  matter  in  and  by  itself  is  not  a  source 
of  enduring  interest  in  the  drama.  Until  a  story  has  been  given 
form  and  meaning  from  a  particular  point  of  view,  it  is  in  barest 
summary  no  more  important  than  any  other  bit  of  raw  material. 

It  is  perhaps  easier  to  illustrate  the  relative  importance  of  subject 
and  attitude  in  lyric  poetry  than  in  the  drama.  Poetry  is  admirable 
and  treasurable,  in  part,  of  course,  because  of  the  essential  beauty  or 
interest  of  its  subject — a  cloud,  a  bird,  a  shipwreck,  unhappiness  or 
happiness  in  love.  Even  more  notably  is  poetry  treasurable  for  the 
beauty  and  adroitness  of  the  technique  the  poet  displays  in  his  rendi- 
tion of  the  subject.  But  above  all  it  is  treasurable  because  of  the 
values  that  the  poet  finds  in  the  subject;  the  values,  perhaps  hitherto 
unsuspected,  that  he  communicates  to  his  reader.  As  every  worthy 
poet  finds  new  values  in  the  subjects  that  he  chooses,  he  can  afford 
to  treat  even  hackneyed  or  time-worn  subjects,  provided  he  treats 
them  with  new  feeling,  with  new  meaning.  The  values  vary  from 
poet  to  poet,  from  reader  to  reader,  but  unless  they  are  perceptible, 
the  poem  will  not  long  be  cherished, 
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The  Personality  of  the  Artist 

The  source  of  the  meaning  of  a  poem  or  play,  that  is,  the  source 
of  its  values,  is  the  attitude  of  the  poet  or  dramatist  himself;  the 
meaning  is  the  consequence  of  the  impact  of  a  particular  personality 
upon  a  chosen  subject.  But  the  personality  from  which  meanings 
and  values  derive,  is  an  entity  of  almost  unimaginable  complexity. 
Despite  man's  time-long  interest  in  himself  and  curiosity  concerning 
himself,  we  are  by  no  means  sure  of  the  causes  of  the  basic  attitudes 
characteristic  of  the  human  individual.  A  key  to  an  understanding 
of  the  causes  of  basic  attitudes  is  the  fact  that  every  personality  is 
the  product  of  two  forces  of  varying  power  and  influence:  heredity 
and  environment.  Without  being  dogmatic,  we  may  assign  to  the 
influence  of  heredity  the  characteristics  of  the  individual's  physique: 
vitality  or  fragility,  sensitivity  or  coarseness.  Certain  types  of  re- 
action to  the  world  by  means  of  which  the  personality  develops 
seem  to  be  a  matter  of  the  basic  tone  of  the  nervous  system.  The 
types  of  reaction  which  have  come  to  be  called  introvert  and  extra- 
vert  are  so  fundamental  to  the  personality  that  they  seem  to  depend 
ultimately  on  the  quality,  supersensitive  or  coarse-grained,  of  the 
nervous  system  the  individual  is  born  with.  In  any  case,  this  basic 
bent  of  the  individual  conditions  the  whole  system  of  values  that 
he  develops  through  his  experience  in  the  world.  To  an  introvert, 
the  world  has  an  almost  completely  different  meaning  than  to  an 
extravert.  To  an  extreme  introvert,  the  world  appears  hostile,  danger- 
ous, and  forbidding,  and  his  impulse  is  to  flee  from  it  as  from  the 
plague.  To  an  extreme  extravert,  the  world  seems  sunny,  alluring, 
and  enticing,  and  he  can  hardly  wait  to  throw  himself  into  its  arms. 
To  heredity,  perhaps,  may  also  be  attributed  a  capacity  for  emotion 
or  a  capacity  for  thought,  which  some  environments  discourage  and 
others  encourage,  but  which  none  can  completely  thwart.  Whatever 
the  personality's  experience  in  the  world,  it  is  certainly  in  the  basic 
trend  and  direction  of  that  personality  that  we  must  find  the  sources 
of  most  of  those  values  which  he  imposes  upon  his  treatment  of  the 
subject,  the  sources  of  his  interpretation  of  the  universe  itself. 

Illustrations  of  the  important  influence  of  the  artist's  personality 
upon  his  representation  and  interpretation  of  Ufe  are  easy  to  dis- 
cover in  almost  any  field  of  literary  activity.  Certainly  one  of  the 
major  reasons  for  Shakespeare's  domination  of  the  dramatic  litera- 
ture of  all  time  is  the  basic  soundness,  wholesomeness,  and  serenity 
of  the  man.  There  is  about  him  nothing  namby-pamby,  nothing 
sentimental.  He  faces  with  unflinching  courage  the  utmost  horrors 
and  evils  that  the  world  and  his  imagination  bring  him;  but  in  his 
most  desperately  tragic  plays  his  judgment  is  unshaken,  his  sound- 
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ness  unimpaired.  Shakespeare's  greatest  literary  contemporary,  Ben 
Jonson,  illustrates  in  another  way  the  significance  of  personality 
in  literature.  In  him  we  feel  qualities  that  Shakespeare  never  mani- 
fests: inexhaustible  energy,  tremendous  intellectuaUty,  personal  and 
artistic  integrity,  scrupulous  and  fastidious  craftsmanship.  His  self- 
assertiveness,  his  harsh  and  unfeeling  judgments  of  his  contempo- 
raries illustrate  to  perfection  the  less  attractive  side  of  his  nature. 
Thus,  despite  Jonson's  very  great  power  as  a  personality,  it  is  very 
difficult  to  do  him  justice,  for  although  almost  everything  about  him 
is  admirable,  there  is  very  little  that  is  alluring  or  appealing  or 
charming.^ 

But  the  personality,  whatever  its  initial  bent  and  trend,  is  the 
product  of  environment  as  well  as  of  heredity.  The  artist's  experi- 
ence, intimate  and  public,  intellectual  and  emotional,  is  of  the 
greatest  importance  for  its  effect  on  the  meanings  he  is  to  find  in  his 
chosen  material.  Modern  advocates  of  analytical  psychology  main- 
tain with  considerable  persuasiveness  that  it  is  the  emotional  ex- 
perience of  the  individual  that  is  of  preeminent  importance  in  his 
evolution.  In  any  case,  the  dramatist's  experience  with  people,  in  his 
own  family  group  and  outside  it,  in  love  and  out  of  love,  in  busi- 
ness and  out  of  business,  has  a  tremendous  weight  in  the  evolution 
of  his  philosophy.  If  we  follow  Alfred  Adler  a  little  distance  in  his 
contention  that  the  basic  motive  in  human  conduct  is  the  desire 
for  the  feeling  of  superiority,  whether  in  amatory,  social,  profes- 
sional, or  artistic  relations,  we  can  agree  that  the  degree  of  success 
that  the  playwright  has  in  one  or  all  of  these  fields  of  human 
activity  will  make  its  contribution  to  his  estimate  of  the  world  and 
the  value  it  allows  him  to  place  upon  himself  and  the  world  as  he 
has  found  it. 

We  are  not  contending,  of  course,  that  all  literature  is  auto- 
biographical, although  in  one  sense  at  least  all  great  literature  is. 
The  insistence  on  the  autobiographical  element  in  literature  was 
one  of  the  major  evidences  of  the  degradation  of  romantic  criticism 
into  sentimentality.  The  combination  of  a  sentimental  attitude  to  the 
dramatist  and  ignorance  of  his  time  resulted  in  Edward  Dowden's 
explanation  of  Shakespeare's  artistic  evolution  in  terms  of  his  emo- 
tional experience.  By  this  worthy  Victorian,  Shakespeare's  career 
was  divided  into  four  periods:  In  the  Workshop,  In  the  World, 
Out  of  the  Depths,  and  On  the  Heights. 

According  to  this  theory,  Shakespeare  wrote  comedies  when  he 
was  happy  personally,  tragedies  when  he  was  feeling  tragic,  and 
romances  when  he  had  arrived  at  the  serenity  of  old  age.  Such  a 

1  In  other  fields  than  the  drama,  Ukewise,  the  nature  of  the  basic  personality  gives 
value  to  the  most  casual  utterance  of  men  like  Goethe,  Tolstoi,  or  Thomas  Hardy. 
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sentimentalizing  of  Shakespeare's  career  is  possible  only  when  one 
ignores  the  history  of  the  drama  and  of  theatrical  taste  during  the 
years  in  which  Shakespeare  was  writing.  From  even  a  superficial 
study  of  the  cycles  of  taste  during  those  years,  it  becomes  apparent 
that  Shakespeare  probably  wrote  tragedies  because  tragedies  were 
extremely  popular  in  the  first  decade  of  the  seventeenth  century, 
and  wrote  romances  because  younger  men  had  succeeded  with 
romances — not  because  he  was  following  the  dictates  of  a  personal 
experience  which  he  was  too  reticent  to  reveal  to  the  vulgar  world 
of  the  theater.^ 

The  Artist  and  the  Spirit  of  the  Age 

And  yet,  in  a  very  important  sense,  all  art  is  autobiographical,  and 
one  will  not  err  widely  if  he  remembers  that  a  full  consideration  of 
all  art  upon  which  the  stamp  of  individuality  has  been  placed  must 
involve  a  study  of  the  emotional  and  intellectual  life  of  the  author. 
In  such  a  study,  apart  from  the  elements  already  mentioned — the 
influence  of  heredity  and  of  the  personality's  success  in  wresting  the 
satisfaction  of  his  desire  from  the  refractory  world — the  contribution 
of  the  spirit  of  the  age  is  not  least  in  importance.  His  relationship 
to  the  spirit  of  his  age  may  be  close  or  remote,  but,  no  matter  how 
vigorously  individualistic  he  may  be,  he  must  share,  with  certain 
reservations,  at  least  some  of  the  ideas  and  values  of  his  age.  These 
ideas  reach  him  in  a  variety  of  ways.  The  most  significant  formal 
agency  is  education.  From  education,  he  is  likely  to  acquire  con- 
ceptions of  man's  nature  and  his  duties,  conceptions  of  the  world 
and  its  significance  that  are  slightly  more  conservative  than  the 
conceptions  generated  by  the  liveliest  movements  of  thought  and 
feeling  of  the  time.  Moreover,  formal  education  has  ever  had  a 
variable  effect  upon  both  the  sluggish  and  the  active  minded.  Its 
rigidity  and  conventionality,  its  emphasis  on  discipline  and  applica- 
tion are  likely  to  prove  offensive  to  the  more  creative  personalities 
that  are  submitted  to  its  influence.  But  formal  education  in  its 
power  to  communicate  essential  information  about  the  individual 
and  his  place  in  the  universe  has  its  unquestioned  effect  on  even  the 
most  rebellious  personalities. 

In  all  probability,  however,  a  personality  comes  into  contact  with 

2  A  recrudescence  o£  the  narrowly  autobiographical  interpretation  of  Shakespeare's 
career  appears  in  J.  Dover  Wilson's  fantastic  Essential  Sha\espeare  (Cambridge:  The 
University  Press,  1932),  where  Shakespeare's  change  from  comedy  to  tragedy  and 
problematical  comedies  is  made  to  hinge  on  the  rise  and  decline  of  the  Earl  of  Essex. 
Undoubtedly,  Shakespeare  was  interested  in  Essex's  fate,  but  it  is  extremely  hazardous 
to  make  this  relationship  the  most  important  influence  in  Shakespeare's  career.  The 
process  by  which  experience  is  transmuted  into  art  is  a  more  indirect  one  than  this 
narrowly  autobiographical  interpretation  would  allow. 
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the  spirit  of  his  age  more  directly  through  informal  than  through 
formal  education.  From  his  observation  of  his  fellow  man  and  his 
successful  or  unsuccessful  adjustments  to  them  he  may  acquire 
infinitely  valuable  concepts  and  materials  for  artistic  treatment, 
provided  he  brings  to  experience  unusual  powers  of  insight  and 
interpretation.  And  from  the  reading  of  books,  whether  systematic 
as  in  the  case  of  Jonson  and  Milton,  or  unsystematic  as  in  the  case 
of  Shakespeare,  he  can  discover  not  merely  raw  material  but  rich 
and  fructifying  stimuli  in  the  forms  of  ideas  and  artistic  mani- 
festations. But  the  significance  of  literary  culture  as  a  foundation 
for  highly  sophisticated  forms  of  literary  art  varies  from  artist  to 
artist.  In  so  deeply  learned  an  author  as  Milton,  literary  culture  can- 
not be  neglected  in  any  real  attempt  to  appreciate  his  own  magnifi- 
cent synthesis  of  the  learning  and  ideas  of  his  age.  Similarly, 
Sir  Philip  Sidney's  Defence  of  Poesie  is  revealed  in  its  actual  signifi- 
cance only  when  one  realizes  that  it  is  a  cento  of  most  of  the  im- 
portant ideas  of  the  critics  of  the  Italian  Renaissance.  In  the  case  of 
Shakespeare,  whose  culture  was  not  preeminently  bookish,  it  is 
still  of  importance  to  attempt  to  determine  the  extent  to  which  he 
was,  and  the  extent  to  which  he  was  not,  a  mirror-like  reflection  of 
the  mind  and  spirit  of  his  age.^ 

But  the  learning  of  the  age  in  which  the  dramatist  lives  and 
works  is  of  considerably  less  importance  than  those  more  elusive 
values  of  the  age  that  comprise  its  spirit.  No  matter  how  complex 
an  age  may  be  (and  it  becomes  increasingly  complex  the  more  one 
studies  it),  it  is  almost  certain  to  have  a  dominant  tone,  a  tone  that 
may  be  created  by  the  common  man  of  the  age  or  by  a  small  but 
vocal  group  who  succeed  in  imposing  their  spirit  upon  their  more 
or  less  passive  or  complaisant  contemporaries.  For  instance,  al- 
though it  may  be  questionable  how  actually  characteristic  of  the 
post-war  period  is  the  spirit  of  cynicism  and  disillusionment  ram- 
pant in  the  works  of  writers  like  Aldous  Huxley  and  Ernest  Hem- 
ingway, yet  these  writers  have  a  sufficiently  large  following  to  give 
some  weight  to  a  characterization  of  this  period  as  one  of  destruc- 
tive despair  and  negative  denial. 

The  values  that  enter  into  what  we  call  the  spirit  of  the  age  are 
the  feeling-tones  that  invest  the  general  conception  of  the  value  of 
existence.  It  is  easy  to  exaggerate  the  enthusiasm  and  optimism,  the 
sunny  vitality  of  the  Elizabethan  age,  for  any  open-eyed  scrutiny  of 
it  will  show  dark  and  negative  elements  in  it.  However,  there  is  no 

^  A  gross  misinterpretation  of  Shakespeare  as  the  mirror  of  his  age  may  be  found 
in  Burton  Rascoe's  Titans  of  Literature  (New  York:  G.  P.  Putnam's  Sons,  1933).  A 
much  more  successful  attempt  to  define  Shakespeare's  relationship  to  his  age  will 
be  found  in  the  concluding  essay  of  C.  F.  Tucker  Brooke's  Shakespeare  of  Stratford 
(New  Haven:  Yale  University  Press,  1926). 
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question  that  there  is  a  marked  difference  in  the  spirit  of  the  late 
sixteenth  and  the  early  seventeenth  centuries.  Where  the  one  is 
romantic,  the  other  is  either  falsely  heroic  or  cynical;  where  the 
one  is  exuberant,  the  other  is  critical  and  carping;  most  Elizabethans 
of  importance,  including  Shakespeare,  who  lived  on  into  the  Stuart 
period  were  touched,  and  touched  intimately,  by  the  changed  spirit 
of  the  age.  And  so,  it  is  possible  to  characterize  succeeding  periods 
in  history  and  literature  with  some  degree  of  accuracy,  if  with 
necessary  qualification,  and  this  spirit,  thus  defined,  must  be  taken 
into  consideration  in  any  thoroughgoing  attempt  to  estimate  the 
elements  that  enter  into  the  values  implicit  in  the  dramatist's  atti- 
tude toward  his  work  and  to  life. 

In  the  following  pages,  we  shall  attempt  to  define  the  major  modes 
which  in  one  age  or  another  have  attracted  large  or  small  groups  of 
dramatic  craftsmen.  For,  as  we  said  at  the  beginning  of  the  chapter, 
the  critic  must  take  into  consideration,  not  merely  the  subject  and 
form  of  a  drama,  but  the  mode  the  playwright  adopts  and  the 
values  implicit  in  his  view  of  art  and  life. 


CHAPTER  VI 
CLASSICISM 

The  term  classicism  as  applied  to  the  drama  has  come  to  mean 
not  only  a  particular  dramatic  technique  but  also  an  attitude  toward 
art  and  toward  life.  Since  the  classicist's  attitude  toward  art  is  more 
specific  and  more  tangible  than  his  attitude  toward  life,  it  will, 
perhaps,  be  advisable  to  attempt  first  a  definition  and  analysis  of 
the  aesthetic  principles  that  have  come  to  be  regarded  as  classical. 

Before  we  attempt  such  a  definition,  however,  it  should  be  said 
that  classical  aesthetic  principles  are  the  result  of  a  long  evolution  of 
dramatic  practice  and  critical  discussion.  The  basic  materials  for 
this  evolution  are  the  dramas  surviving  from  Greek  and  Roman 
antiquity  and  the  critical  theories  primarily  of  Aristotle  but  second- 
arily of  Horace.  The  history  of  the  evolution  of  classical  aesthetic 
principles  is,  by  and  large,  the  history  of  the  critical  discussion  of 
the  principles  of  classical  tragedy  and  comedy  as  stated  by  Aristotle 
in  the  Poetics.  That  history  has  involved  not  only  misunderstanding 
and  misrepresentation  but,  on  the  side  of  growth,  expansion  and 
extension  of  the  principles  inherent  in  Aristotle.  It  has  been  the 
function  of  criticism,  from  the  Renaissance  almost  to  the  present 
day,  to  analyze  and  debate  the  validity  of  Aristotelian  and  pseudo- 
Aristotelian  principles. 

The  problems  of  the  validity  of  the  three  unities,  of  the  nature 
of  the  tragic  hero,  of  the  function  of  comedy,  of  the  meaning  and 
process  of  catharsis — all  these  and  other  aspects  of  Aristotle's  obser- 
vations and  doctrines  have  provoked  volumes  of  controversial 
criticism.  In  France,  for  instance,  from  the  seventeenth  to  the  nine- 
teenth centuries,  discussion  of  the  aesthetics  of  the  drama  was  con- 
fined almost  entirely  to  a  defense  of,  or  an  attack  on,  some  real  or 
pseudo-AristoteHan  principle.  It  was  in  the  eighteenth  century,  in 
particular,  in  both  France  and  England,  that  the  principles  of 
classical  aesthetics  were  held  most  rigidly  and  dogmatically.  Since 
that  time,  the  incursions  of  romanticism  and  realism  have  extended 
the  discussion  of  the  aesthetics  of  drama  far  beyond  the  limits  fixed 
by  Aristotle. 

The  Elements  of  Classicism 

Classicism,  like  romanticism  or  realism,  results  from  a  particular 
emphasis  on  some  of  the  elements  present  to  a  degree  in  all  forms 
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of  art.  It  has  been  said  that  classical  art  is  that  sort  in  which  the 
element  of  reason  takes  precedence  over  the  element  of  emotion 
and  of  fidelity  to  fact.  Even  if  this  definition  is  not  entirely  sound, 
it  is  at  least  suggestive.  If  we  regard  reason  as  that  element  in  per- 
sonality that  at  its  best  controls  and  directs  activity,  then  we  can 
agree  that  in  classical  art  the  element  of  reason  has  tremendous 
force,  since  the  classical  artist  desires  above  everything  to  control  his 
material  with  the  intention  of  securing  certain  qualities  in  his 
product.  Perhaps  the  most  striking  characteristic  of  classical  art  is 
its  orderliness;  its  shaping  of  rough  and  crude  material  into  a  form 
and  pattern  preeminently  orderly  may  very  well  be  regarded  as  the 
work  primarily  of  reason. 

Control  and  orderliness,  which  seem  to  constitute  the  essence  of 
classical  art,  are  reinforced  by  the  classicist's  conviction  that  order 
in  art  may  be  secured  most  certainly  by  adherence  to  the  techniques 
and  styles  of  great  works  in  the  past,  in  particular,  the  great  works 
of  classical  antiquity.  For,  from  the  classical  point  of  view,  the 
imagination  and  the  appetite  for  gross  and  unshaped  fact  need 
restraint,  and  that  restraint  can  be  learned  and  exemplified  most 
satisfactorily  by  imitation  of  great  works  of  art  in  which  order  and 
restraint  are  already  manifested  to  perfection.  From  this  point  of 
view,  then,  uncontrolled  imagination,  free  invention,  and  originality 
are  qualities  distinctly  less  admirable  than  faithful  adherence  to 
the  practices  of  classical  literature.  The  most  dogmatic  and  con- 
servative of  the  classicists  is  unwilling  to  admit  any  essential  alter- 
ation in  the  principles  he  finds  in  the  great  art  of  classical  antiquity. 
His  gaze  is  turned  eagerly,  not  to  the  future,  but  to  the  past  where 
works  have  already  been  achieved  which  he  can  imitate,  but  hardly 
rival  or  outdo.  In  classical  art,  even  at  its  best,  there  is  a  strongly 
conservative  element.  In  its  insistence  on  the  unrivaled  greatness  of 
classical  art,  in  its  reprobation  of  free  imagination  or  originality  or 
freakishness,  classicism  stands  for  the  preservation  and  defense  of 
those  values  of  which  time  has  proved  the  importance.  The  classical 
hostility  to  change  and  experimentation  has  stood  firmly  in  the  way 
of  the  development  of  new  art  forms  and  new  artistic  principles.  But, 
despite  its  sometimes  slavish  adherence  to  the  past,  its  function  in 
the  preservation,  interpretation,  and  exemplification  of  the  tradi- 
tional is  particularly  important  in  a  period  of  transition  or  a  period, 
like  the  present,  of  aesthetic  chaos  or  nihilism. 

The  Classicist's  View  of  Life 

There  is  a  marked  interaction  between  the  classicist's  view  of 
art  and  his  view  of  life.  In  manifestations  of  both  his  thought 
and  feeling,  the  classicist's  love  of  order  involves  respect  for  authority 
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and  submission  to  it.  That  authority,  the  classicist  finds  embodied  in 
the  experience  of  mankind  in  politics,  religion,  economics,  and 
social  morality.  I£  he  is  not  a  reactionary  praiser  o£  things  past,  he 
is  bound  to  be  basically  conservative — a  believer  in  the  status  quo. 
At  his  worst,  he  is  a  narrow  and  bitter  defender  of  tradition;  at  his 
best,  he  is  the  major  agent  in  the  preservation  of  the  best  that  the 
experience  of  the  race  has  discovered.  His  view  of  human  nature  is 
less  generous,  less  optimistic  than  that  of  the  romanticist,  less  im- 
partial than  that  of  the  realist.  He  is  as  acutely  aware  as  the 
romanticist  of  the  potentiality  of  human  nature  in  the  direction  of 
evil  as  of  good,  but  he  is  more  willing  than  the  romanticist  to 
credit  the  depravity  of  human  nature  and  its  tremendous  need  for 
repressive  and  coercive  influences.  The  repressive  measures  devised 
by  authority  are  to  be  carried  out  through  the  essentially  conserva- 
tive agencies  of  the  school,  the  church,  and  the  court-room.  In  his 
most  generous  moods,  the  classicist  acts  steadily  on  the  principle  of 
noblesse  oblige.  In  his  more  pessimistic  moods,  he  washes  his  hands 
of  the  too  pressing  problems  of  the  real  world,  and  retires  to  the 
economically  independent  ivory  tower  of  proud  and  disdainful 
isolation. 

The  Qualities  of  Classicism 

But  our  concern  is  not  so  much  with  the  philosophy  of  classicism 
as  with  the  qualities  common  to  classical  art  of  whatever  period.  A 
discrimination  of  such  qualities  is  especially  important  in  a  period 
like  our  own,  when  classicism  is  distinctly  alien  to  the  spirit  of  the 
time,  and  when  such  defenders  of  it  as  Irving  Babbitt  and  Paul 
Elmer  More  have  done  it  more  harm  than  good  by  their  stubborn 
narrowness  and  their  violent  hostility  to  all  forms  of  art  and  thought 
except  the  classical. 

Perhaps  the  essence  of  the  classicist's  position  is  his  passion  for 
order.  This  passion  manifests  itself  in  the  classicist's  handling  of  the 
subject  as  a  whole  and  in  the  technique  and  style  which  he  finds 
appropriate  to  his  subject.  The  first  manifestation  of  this  passion 
for  order  is  in  the  operation  of  the  artist's  intelligence  upon  the  raw 
material  history,  literature,  or  imagination  presents  him,  an  operation 
of  intelligence  that  involves  the  rejection  of  ideas  and  emotions 
irrelevant  to  the  unified  and  coherent  aesthetic  effect  he  wishes  to 
produce.  In  no  other  form  of  art  is  what  is  omitted  of  so  much 
importance  as  in  classical  art.  The  raw  material  must  be  chosen  or 
rejected  until  it  promises  to  become  a  suitable  medium  for  the  ex- 
pression of  the  unifying  idea  or  concept  which  is  the  end-product 
of  classical  art.  The  quality  of  orderliness  is  manifested,  perhaps 
most  strikingly,  in  that  dramatic  technique  which  adheres  more  or 


134  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

less  closely  to  the  three  unities,  the  most  sharply  exclusive  of  all 
dramatic  forms.  The  classical  artist  frequently  displays  amazing 
ingenuity  and  dexterity  in  compelling  refractory  material  into  the 
set  and  unbreakable  mould  of  the  classical  form.  Finally,  the  quality 
of  orderliness  is  manifested  in  the  style  considered  most  suitable  to 
classical  drama — a  style  that  results  from  the  most  fastidious  selec- 
tion of  words  and  figures  and  images,  from  the  most  painstaking 
shaping  and  polishing  of  diction  and  phrasing,  and  from  the  coerc- 
ing of  fancy  and  imagination  to  effects  of  the  most  appropriate 
lucidity  and  simpHcity  and  directness. 

A  quality  of  classical  art  closely  related  to  its  orderliness  is  lu- 
cidity; a  quality  that,  in  a  sense,  arises  out  of  orderliness,  and  that, 
like  orderliness,  is  apparent  in  the  whole  design  and  in  all  the  de- 
tails of  classical  art.  The  strong  emphasis  on  unity  of  theme  and  the 
more  or  less  faithful  adherence  to  the  three  unities  both  assist  im- 
measurably in  building  up  a  total  effect  of  lucidity.  The  quality  of 
lucidity  is  especially  apparent  in  the  treatment  of  character  and 
style  in  classical  art.  In  the  main,  classicism  in  art  necessitates  a  very 
considerable  simplification  of  character,  the  elimination  of  petty 
individual  qualities  and  habits,  the  reduction  of  character  to  its 
essential  basic  traits.  Characters  in  classical  drama  tend  to  be  built 
upon  three  or  four  major  traits;  they  are  almost  always  highly 
integrated;  there  is  in  them  little  of  the  divided  purpose,  the  neuras- 
thenic attractions  and  repulsions  of  characters  viewed  realistically. 
They  tend  to  take  on  something  of  the  simple  grandeur  of  primitive 
sculpture;  they  are  made  universally  intelligible  by  the  suppression 
of  individual  traits,  and  the  emphasis  on  typical  traits.  In  the 
classical  drama  of  France,  indeed,  the  simplification  seems  occasion- 
ally to  have  progressed  too  far;  the  characters  of  Corneille  seem 
sometimes  to  be  personifications  of  a  single  emotion,  such  as  love 
of  country,  or  faithfulness  to  religion,  although,  even  in  this  case, 
each  character  is  rather  more  likely  to  display  a  conflict  between  two 
major  opposing  emotions,  though  usually  not  more  than  two.  Lu- 
cidity appears  again  in  the  style  of  most  varieties  of  classicism,  a 
lucidity  attained  only  by  strenuous  attention  to  all  the  devices  by 
which  ideas  and  emotions  may  attain  their  most  perspicuous  ex- 
pression. Such  a  lucidity  allows  no  possible  divergence  in  under- 
standing and  interpretation;  it  achieves  at  its  best  a  kind  of  preg- 
nant gnomic  utterance  that  embodies  observations  that  have  a  uni- 
versal, not  to  say  proverbial,  validity. 

A  somewhat  more  elusive  characteristic  of  classical  art  is  idealiza- 
tion. We  have  said  that  in  the  interests  of  order  and  lucidity  the 
classicist  tends  to  eliminate  individual  and  contradictory  traits  in  his 
characters.  He  goes  further,  however,  and  achieves  a  frank  idealiza- 
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tion  in  his  representation  of  life  by  tlie  suppressions  of  a  great 
number  of  elements  that  we  have  come  to  call  realistic.  This  sup- 
pression, whatever  its  origin,  is  apparent  in  the  absence  of  details  of 
appearance  and  costume,  and,  more  particularly,  in  the  elimination 
of  references  to  eating,  drinking,  and  the  means  of  livelihood  and 
subsistence.  The  conscientious  elimination  of  the  physiological  and 
the  mundane  raises  all  the  characters  to  a  plane  of  existence  far 
above  life  as  the  audience  or  the  realist  knows  it,  and  gives  a  kind 
of  elevation  and  remoteness  to  the  whole  drama  that  we  find  in  no 
other  form  of  dramatic  art.  In  all  probability,  the  classical  conven- 
tion that  the  major  characters  in  tragedies  should  be  members  of 
noble  or  royal  families  is  a  kind  of  rule  of  thumb  for  investing  the 
drama  with  that  atmosphere  of  the  heroic  and  super-mundane  with 
which  kings  in  most  ages  up  to  the  present  have  been  invested  by 
the  popular  and  the  creative  imagination. 

This  process  of  idealization  results  in  another  important  quality 
of  classical  art — dignity.  The  dignity  is,  in  part,  a  by-product  of  the 
idealization  we  have  just  discussed,  and,  in  part,  a  product  of  the 
lucid  and  non-realistic  style  in  which  classical  drama  is  written. 
But  it  proceeds  ultimately  from  the  desire  of  the  dramatist  to  create 
\n  his  treatment  of  the  theme  an  impression  of  greatness  that  escapes 
and  counterbalances  the  pettinesses  of  ordinary  life.  The  dignity 
we  have  in  mind  is  the  dignity  of  character  and  conduct,  the  dignity 
of  manner  and  of  speech,  and,  what  is  more  elusive,  the  dignity 
that  derives  from  an  essentially  orderly  and  controlled  attitude 
toward  life  and  art. 

From  persons  not  of  a  classical  turn  of  mind  or  taste  come  ob- 
jections to  classical  art  that  cannot  be  overlooked.  These  objections, 
though  in  the  main  aesthetic,  are  really  either  intellectual  or  emo- 
tional in  nature.  The  major  intellectual  objection  to  the  classical 
point  of  view  is  its  rigidity.  The  assumption  that  perfection  lies  in 
the  past,  the  contention  that  success  in  art  lies  in  the  imitation  of 
great  models  rather  than  in  originality  and  innovation  seem  to  the 
romanticist  or  the  realist  an  essential  negation  of  growth  (which, 
of  course,  is  not  to  be  identified  with  progress,  whether  unintentional 
or  controlled).  The  classicist  position  overrates  the  ideas  and  moral 
concepts,  the  esthetic  effects  and  principles  of  literature  created  in 
the  remote  past,  and  underestimates  the  necessity  and  the  desirability 
of  the  artist's  meeting  the  problems  of  representing  and  interpreting 
important  alterations  in  man's  ideas  and  problems  and  environ- 
ment. In  classicism  at  its  most  hidebound  there  is  a  kind  of  denial  of 
the  principle  of  life  itself  which  means  change  and  alterations  and 
modification  if  not  of  actual  renewal.  And  the  intellectual  rigidity 
Qi  the  classicist  seems  to  his  opponents  to  be  reflected  in  his  in- 
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sistence  on  the  inviolability  of  his  creed  as  to  the  form  and  style  of 
art.  To  the  unclassical,  the  mould  of  form  and  style  into  which  the 
classicist  would  have  all  artists  pour  their  materials  and  ideas,  seems 
unreasonably  strict  and  formal.  And  this  rigidity  and  formality  have 
certain  purely  esthetic  consequences  which  to  some  critics  seem 
limitations  of  the  classical  point  of  view.  Rather  superficial  objec- 
tions to  the  effect  of  classical  art  are  its  lack  of  variety  and  its 
monotony  of  tone,  effects  that  inhere  in  the  strict  elimination  of 
elements  irrelevant  to  the  unified  effect  desired  by  the  classicist.  This 
limitation  of  range  in  idea  and  feeling  is  an  emotional  counterpart 
of  the  technical  limitations  of  the  classical  form.  This  limitation, 
too,  gives  ground  for  the  objection  of  both  the  romanticist  and  the 
realist  to  the  limited  truthfulness  of  classical  art.  The  romanticist 
objects  that,  if  art  is  to  represent  and  interpret  life,  it  must  represent 
the  variety  that  is  the  very  essence  of  life  in  the  world.  It  is  on  this 
ground  that  the  bitter  controversy  as  to  the  presence  of  low  or  comic 
elements  in  tragedy  was  fought  out.  To  the  pure  classicist,  there  is 
something  abhorrent  in  the  intrusion  of  vulgar  characters  or  comic 
passages  in  the  lofty,  if  not  serene  atmosphere  of  tragedy.  To  the 
romanticist,  divergence  in  mood  in  itself  is  interesting,  and  the 
effects  gained  from  the  presentation  of  variety  are,  he  feels,  more 
faithful  to  life  than  is  the  conscientious  uniformity  of  the  classicist. 
The  realist  objects  that  the  idealization  of  the  classicist  is  actually 
a  falsification,  that  the  characters  are  by  no  means  so  simple  or  so 
sure  of  their  motivation  as  the  classicist  would  have  one  believe, 
and  that  the  phenomena  of  physical  and  biological  existence  cannot 
be  rejected  in  any  complete  representation  of  human  nature  and 
its  problems.  To  this  stricture,  the  classicist  is  likely  to  retort  that, 
since  art  of  a  high  kind  involves,  not  merely  representation  but 
interpretation,  interpretation  is  most  lucid  and  most  persuasive 
where  the  non-essentials  of  mundane  existence  are  ignored  or 
eliminated,  and  the  essential  elements  in  character  and  action  and 
idea  are  emphasized. 

But,  despite  its  limitations,  limitations  which  the  open-minded 
classicist  will  acknowledge,  the  beauty  of  classical  art  is  unique.  It 
moves  in  an  atmosphere,  lucid  and  transparent;  it  moves  with 
dignity  and  graciousness  and  serenity;  it  brings  us  humbly  to  the 
feet  of  great  sculpturesque  personalities  moved  by  gigantic  emo- 
tions and  impulses  to  a  catastrophe  that  is  world-shaking.  It  brings 
us,  through  the  turmoil  of  passions  to  a  peace  and  serenity  greater 
than  comes  from  the  contemplation  of  any  other  tragic  art. 
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Classicism  in  the  Drama 

Something  should  be  said,  perhaps,  o£  the  part  classicism  has 
played  in  the  dramatic  literature  of  England  and  France.  The  in- 
fluence of  the  dramatic  classics  of  Greece  and  Rome  was  a  not  in- 
significant part  of  that  revival  of  interest  in  the  ancient  world  which 
is  one  of  the  most  familiar  aspects  of  the  cultural  movement  known 
as  the  Renaissance.  But  English  classicism  and  French  classicism 
differ  inevitably  from  the  widely  divergent  classicisms  of  Greece 
and  Rome.  It  is  impossible  to  do  more  than  outline  the  respective 
fortunes  of  the  classical  tradition  in  England  and  France.  The 
influence  of  the  classical  tradition  is  apparent  in  both  dramatic 
criticism  and  dramatic  creation.  It  was  the  function  of  criticism 
during  the  Renaissance  to  consider,  explain,  and  interpret  the 
sEsthetic  principles  expressed  in  Aristotle's  Poetics  and  Horace's 
Art  of  Poetry.  The  earliest  of  the  critics  to  recognize  this  duty  were 
Italian,  and  the  history  of  criticism  during  the  Renaissance  may 
very  truly  be  regarded  as  the  assimilation  of  Italian  criticism  by 
French  and  English  critics  and  the  determination  of  their  own 
attitudes  and  principles  toward  problems  suggested  by  Aristotle. 

In  England  during  the  Renaissance  there  is  a  paucity  of  sig- 
nificant literature  on  dramatic  aesthetics;  as  we  have  said.  Sir  Philip 
Sidney's  Defence  of  Poesie  is  hardly  more  than  a  cento,  a  fusion 
and  synthesis,  of  three  generations  of  Italian  and  French  critical 
discussion.  Jonson's  prologues  to  his  plays  are  rich  in  critical  ma- 
terial of  a  classical  sort,  but  unfortunately  he  never  made,  not  even 
in  his  critical  note-book.  Timber,  a  statement  of  his  critical  creed 
so  systematic  or  so  full  as  Sidney's.  Most  of  the  sixteenth-century 
critics  in  both  England  and  France  were  almost  slavishly  Aristote- 
lian. In  the  meantime,  the  application  of  Aristotelian  principles  had 
to  make  its  way  in  the  face  of  a  very  lively  popular  drama  which, 
in  both  France  and  England,  was  the  very  antithesis  of  classical 
practice.  In  England,  during  the  last  half  of  the  sixteenth  century, 
valiant  efforts  were  made  to  imitate  with  considerable  strictness 
classical  tragedy  or  comedy,  but  no  such  efforts  as  Gorboduc  or 
Ralph  Roister  Doister  or  The  Comedy  of  Errors  were  successes  of 
the  first  rank.  At  the  end  of  the  century,  the  comedies  and  tragedies 
of  Ben  Jonson  come  nearest  to  the  spirit  and  form  of  the  classical 
drama.  There  was  to  be  sure,  in  England,  a  strong  infusion  of  the 
more  obvious  and  violent  elements  of  the  drama  of  the  Roman 
tragic  writer,  Seneca,  into  the  popular  drama,  but  the  results  were 
much  more  romantic  than  classical. 

In  the  meantime  there  had  been  in  France,  as  earlier  there  had 
been  in  Italy.,  a  considerable  imitation  of  classical  tragedy  in  learned 
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circles,  an  activity  that  is  echoed  by  the  unacted  Senecan  dramas 
written  in  England  by  the  highbrow  group  of  which  the  Countess 
of  Pembroke  was  the  social  and  artistic  center.  In  France,  however, 
it  was  not  until  the  end  of  the  first  generation  of  the  seventeenth 
century  that  classicism  established  itself  firmly  in  favor  with  the 
tragedies  of  Corneille  and  Racine.  From  that  time  on,  classicism  in 
theory  and  practice  was  regnant  in  France,  and  it  remained  almost 
unchallenged  until  the  belated  outburst  of  romanticism  in  the  first 
generation  of  the  nineteenth  century. 

In  the  seventeenth  century  in  England,  Jonson's  classicism  found 
few  imitators.  For  the  appearance  of  classicism  on  the  English  stage 
it  is  necessary  to  wait  for  the  cross-influence  of  French  classicism, 
apparent  before  the  close  of  the  theaters  in  1642,  but  not  widely 
influential  until  after  the  Restoration  (1660).  From  then  on  it  had 
to  struggle  against  a  strong  and  complex  native  tradition,  and  its 
momentary  triumph  did  not  come  in  England  until  the  eighteenth 
century.  Even  then  its  triumph  was  a  hollow  one,  for,  despite  the 
conscientious  imitation  or  adaptation  of  French  models  in  Addison's 
Cato  (1712),  Ambrose  Phillips'  The  Distressed  Mother  (1712), 
and  Whitehead's  The  Roman  Father  (1750),  English  classicism  was 
never  perfectly  acclimatized;  in  the  last  half  of  the  eighteenth  cen- 
tury strong  trends  toward  romanticism,  sentimentalism,  and  realism 
speedily  undermined  the  affectation  of  classicism.  There  seems  to 
be,  and  always  has  seemed  to  be  something  deeply  repugnant  to 
the  English  spirit  in  an  art  as  formalistic  as  classical  dramatic  art. 

Nevertheless,  until  well  after  the  middle  of  the  eighteenth  cen- 
tury, the  principles  of  Aristotle  furnished  the  starting  points  for 
all  critical  discussion,  and  as  they  (or  the  Italian  interpretation  of 
them)  had  inspired  the  only  important  critical  document  of  the 
sixteenth  century  in  England,  so  they  inspired  in  the  seventeenth 
century  perhaps  the  greatest  of  all  English  critical  discussions  of 
dramatic  aesthetics,  Dryden's  Essay  of  Dramatic  Poesie,  the  re- 
flection in  magnificent  prose  of  a  broad,  tolerant,  flexible  mind  upon 
the  virtues  and  the  defects  of  classical  art  and  theory. 


CHAPTER  VII 
ROMANTICISM 

It  is  much  simpler  to  point  out  the  strictures  of  the  romanticist 
upon  the  Hmitations  of  classical  art  than  it  is  to  achieve  a  definition 
of  the  elements  essential  to  romanticism  itself.  Romantic  theory,  as 
distinct  from  romantic  practice,  came  into  being  as  a  conscious  re- 
action against  the  rigidity,  the  formality,  and  the  constraint  of 
classical  dogma  and  practice.  Accompanying  this  rebellion  against 
classical  restraint  there  were  an  enhancement  of  the  freedom  of  the 
individual,  an  idealization  of  the  instinctive  and  non-rational  pov\^- 
ers,  a  defiance  of  aesthetic  and  sometimes  of  moral  authority,  and  an 
insistence  on  the  artist's  right  to  experiment  with  material  and  form 
to  the  end  that  the  particular  beauty  for  which  he  yearned  might 
emanate  from  his  work. 

On  the  positive  or  creative  side,  it  has  been  said  that  in  ro- 
manticism the  element  of  emotion  takes  precedence  over  the  ele- 
ment of  reason  and  the  passion  for  fidelity  to  fact.  Although  such  a 
statement  is  based  upon  a  functional  psychology  now  somewhat  out 
of  date,  there  is,  nevertheless,  considerable  truth  in  it.  The  ro- 
manticist prizes  above  all  else  the  existence  and  the  creation  of  a 
particular  kind  of  beauty — a  beauty  of  a  more  complex  sort  than  that 
of  classical  art,  a  beauty  which,  as  Pater  said,  is  mingled  with 
strangeness.  The  difference  may  be  illustrated  most  aptly  by  the 
difference  between  the  eighteenth-century  and  the  nineteenth- 
century  treatment  of  Oriental  material.  In  eighteenth-century  drama, 
the  Oriental  setting  has  the  allurement  of  strangeness  and  remote- 
ness, but  its  representation  is  so  strictly  formalized,  so  deficient  in 
detail,  so  unevocative  that  it  has  nothing  of  the  complexity  of  effect 
that  one  finds,  for  instance,  in  the  settings  of  Byron's  Oriental  ro- 
mance. The  quaint  inappropriateness  of  eighteenth-century  Chinese 
Chippendale  illustrates  the  failure  of  the  eighteenth  century  to  ap- 
preciate soundly  or  to  assimilate  persuasively  anything  like  the 
veritable  spirit  of  the  Orient. 

Sources  of  Romantic  Emotion 

The  strangeness  that  is  an  essential  element  of  romantic  art  is 
attained  by  means  many  of  which  have  become  commonplace.  Of 
this  strangeness,  a  sense  of  remoteness  is  an  almost  indispensable 
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element,  and  that  remoteness  may  be  the  remoteness  o£  time,  place, 
or  culture.  So,  from  one  point  of  view,  romanticism  is  a  cult  of 
the  past,  and  to  this  phase  of  romanticism  belongs  the  rehabilita- 
tion of  the  Gothic  Middle  Ages  which  had  been  despised  by 
classicists  from  the  sixteenth  to  the  eighteenth  centuries.  To  it  be- 
longs as  well  the  awakening  of  interest  in  the  antiquities  of  Scan- 
dinavia, Wales,  and  Ireland,  a  movement  which  in  the  last  in- 
stance forms  the  groundwork  for  the  Irish  Literary  Renaissance. 
The  emotion  evoked  by  strangeness  of  place  is  apparent  in  the 
marked  exoticism  of  most  romantic  literature,  the  exploitation  of 
all  parts  of  the  earth  remote  from  the  life  and  manners  of  the 
author  and  his  contemporaries.^  It  is  also  possible  to  find  strange 
beauty  in  a  culture  remote  from  our  own,  not  in  time  or  place,  but 
in  the  social  scale.  This  cultural  romanticism  is  illustrated  by  the 
interest  cultivated  persons  take  in  the  ballad  and  folk-song  and  in 
the  arts  and  manners  of  primitive  people.^  Somewhat  closer  to  cul- 
tivated contemporary  experience  is  the  life  of  the  lower  classes,  and 
unquestionably  in  the  humanitarianism  to  which  romanticism  made 
a  not  unimportant  contribution,  there  is  an  element  of  the  imagina- 
tion that  transforms  the  oppressed  into  admirable  and  glamorous 
creatures. 

Of  an  aesthetic-moral  sort  is  the  strangeness  associated  with  evil, 
whether  physical  or  psychological.  The  romanticist  found  it  pos- 
sible to  invest  with  something  of  glamour  even  the  physically  and 
morally  deformed.  In  physical  or  moral  ugliness,  there  was  an  ele- 
ment of  strangeness  which  could,  with  all  the  other  elements  mak- 
ing for  strangeness,  be  allied  by  some  minds  with  the  experience 
of  romantic  beauty.  Such  a  union  of  opposites  may  be  illustrated  in 
the  grotesqueries  of  medieval  sculpture,  the  figure  of  the  hunch- 
back Quasimodo  in  Victor  Hugo's  Notre  Dame,  and  the  seductive- 
ness of  Byron's  diabolic  sin-smitten  heroes.  Allied  to  this  infusion 
of  the  element  of  evil  was  the  appeal  of  the  irrational  or  super- 
rational;  madness,  hallucination,  magic,  witchcraft,  and  ghosts  be- 
came the  common  properties  of  romantic  writers.  When,  at  long 
last,  the  moral  sanctions  were  lifted  from  romantic  writers,  there 
arose  the  decadents  with  their  anti-moral  representation  of  life  in 

1  With  the  strongly  Oriental  quality  of  much  eighteenth-  and  early  nineteenth- 
■century  romanticism,  the  translation  of  the  Arabian  Nights  into  French  in  1704-1712 
had  not  a  little  to  do. 

2  In  this  connection,  the  romantic  idealization  of  the  "noble  savage"  is  at  once 
one  of  the  most  touching  and  the  most  laughable  of  romantic  phenomena.  It  has 
analogies,  of  course,  with  the  classical  idealization  of  the  Golden  Age,  and  the 
Christian  myth  of  Paradise,  from  the  blissful  state  of  which  all  later  human  experience 
is  a  sad  falling  off. 
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which  evil  takes  the  place  of  good  as  the  source  of  stimulus  of  de- 
sired emotion.^ 

The  Technique  of  the  Romantic  Drama 

Though  the  technique  of  romantic  drama  is  far  less  rigorous  than 
that  of  classical  and  neo-classical  drama,  it  has  come  to  have  a 
number  of  fairly  specific  characteristics,  primarily  as  a  result  of  the 
persistent  influence  of  the  glorious  outburst  of  dramatic  writing  in 
the  reigns  of  Elizabeth  and  James  I.  Indeed,  the  technique  character- 
istic of  Shakespeare  in  most  of  his  tragedies  and  comedies  exempli- 
fies most  of  the  important  elements  of  romantic  technique.  The 
essential  characteristic  of  the  structure  of  romantic  drama  is  the 
substitution  of  the  diversity  of  time,  place,  and  action  possible  under 
the  physical  conditions  of  the  Elizabethan  and  early  Stuart  stages, 
for  the  unities  of  time,  place,  and  action. 

The  conception  of  the  drama  as  a  series  of  scenes  occurring  in  a 
succession  of  times  and  places  gave,  and  gives,  the  romantic 
dramatist  a  freedom  in  the  selection  and  presentation  of  his  ma- 
terial that  is  denied  the  strict  classicist.  From  this  basic  structural 
principle  derive  most  of  the  other  technical  and  esthetic  char- 
acteristics of  the  romantic  drama  of  the  Elizabethan  and  succeeding 
periods. 

From  it  derive,  for  instance,  the  tendency  of  the  romantic  drama 
to  utilize  a  very  considerable  number  of  characters  of  major  and 
minor  importance,  and,  as  a  corollary,  the  necessity  of  adopting  a 
descending  scale  of  treatment  for  such  characters,  intensive  for  the 
major  figures,  typical  for  the  secondary  figures,  and  usually  per- 
functory for  the  minor  figures.  In  its  choice  of  characters,  romantic 
tragedy  follows  the  expected  lines — it  tends  to  choose  characters 
of  royal  or  noble  blood,  moving  in  an  atmosphere  and  an  environ- 
ment markedly  remote  from  the  world  of  the  dramatist's  everyday 
life.  In  its  conception  of  character,  romanticism  displays  a  greater 
complexity  than  classicism;  the  elimination  is  not  so  rigorous;  there 
is  some  indication  of  a  multiplicity  of  motives  and  impulses  and 
purposes.  But  in  romantic  characterization,  when  the  unity  is  not 
the  easy  one  of  a  single  impulse  or  at  most  of  two  conflicting  im- 
pulses, a  kind  of  unity  is  wrought  out  of  multiplicity.  In  romantic 
drama,  we  shall  not  find,  even  in  its  rendition  of  psychotic  states, 

3  An  excellent  illustration  of  the  consequences  in  aesthetic  theory  of  a  thorough- 
going decadence  is  Arthur  Machen's  insistence  that  the  qualities  indispensable  to  great 
literature  are  "ecstasy  and  sin."  In  the  work  of  Machen,  ecstasy  is  almost  always 
associated  with  sin,  if  not  identified  with  it,  but  in  an  era  in  which  sin  tends  to 
become  unrecognizable  in  its  complexity,  Machen's  methods  of  evoking  the  appropriate 
ecstasy  become  childish  table-tipping. 
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that  sense  of  the  multiplicity  of  personalities  within  a  single  body 
that  is  one  of  the  discoveries  of  modern  psychology  and  one  of  the 
resources  of  the  modern  realistic  dramatist. 

On  the  whole,  romantic  characterization  is  more  realistic  than 
classical  characterization.  Characters  are  conceived,  not  as  embodi- 
ments of  one  passion  or  the  battlefield  of  two  warring  impulses  but 
as  a  complex  product  of  a  rather  considerable  variety  of  impulses, 
moods,  motives,  and  emotions.  Moreover,  there  is  a  greater  will- 
ingness on  the  part  of  most  romantic  dramatists  to  indicate  the 
physical  aspects  of  the  lives  of  their  characters,  through  description 
of  their  persons  or  their  clothes,  or  through  representation  of  such 
mundane  processes  as  eating,  drinking,  fighting,  and  letter-writing. 

Romantic  style,  too,  is  less  rigorously  selective  in  form  and  in 
substance  than  classical  style.  The  variations,  for  example,  upon  the 
Alexandrine,  the  metrical  norm  for  most  neo-classical  French 
dramas,  do  not  begin  to  be  so  numerous  or  so  audacious  as  the 
variations  manifest  in  the  development  of  Shakespeare's  treatment 
of  the  unrimed  iambic  pentameter,  or  in  the  treatment  of  this 
national  metrical  norm  by  his  successors,  Fletcher  and  Ford.  In 
diction  and  imagery  as  well,  the  romantic  playwright  allows  him- 
self a  far  wider  range  of  observation  and  imagination  than  the 
classical  dramatist  permits  himself.  The  difference  can  be  illus- 
trated easily  by  contrasting  the  size  of  the  vocabulary  and  the  range 
of  imagery  of  Shakespeare  and  Corneille.  The  vocabulary  of  Cor- 
neille  is  notoriously  small,  and  the  imagery  is  limited.  Moreover, 
the  vocabulary  and  imagery  of  Corneille  and  the  other  neo-classical 
dramatists  are  more  uniformly  lofty  and  abstract  than  those  of  the 
Elizabethans  or  of  the  nineteenth-century  romantic  dramatists  of 
England  and  France.  The  agitation  caused  in  the  French  aesthetic 
breast  by  the  use  of  the  word  handkerchief  in  Shakespeare's  Othello 
or  in  the  stout  heart  of  Dr.  Johnson  by  the  phrase  "peep  through 
the  blanket  of  the  dark,"  in  Macbeth,  is  extraordinarily  revelatory 
of  the  aesthetic  inhibitions  of  neo-classicism  on  style. 

Not  the  least  important  divergence  between  classical  and  ro- 
mantic art  lies  in  tone.  The  tone  of  classical  art  is  uniform;  the 
tone  of  romantic  art  is  various.  The  cleavage  between  the  two  is  ap- 
parent in  the  opposed  attitudes  of  classicist  and  romanticist  to  the 
problem  of  the  comic  passages  in  tragedy.  To  the  classicist,  the 
appearance  of  comic  passages  in  tragedy  is  a  hideous  violation  of 
the  principle  of  unity  of  tone.  He  argues,  with  some  tightness,  that 
an  interruption  of  the  cumulative  tragic  mood  is  ineffective  and 
tasteless.  The  romanticist  retorts  that  the  comic  element  in  tragedy 
heightens  the  tragic  emotion  by  relieving  it,  gives  a  truer  picture  of 
human  existence,  and  furnishes  a  sounder  representation  of  char- 
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acter  and  life.  The  problem  is  a  purely  aesthetic  one;  the  solution 
of  it  is  ultimately  a  matter  of  taste.  But  the  divergent  solutions  of  the 
problem  explain  to  a  large  extent  the  uniform,  sustained,  elevated, 
grandiose  tone  of  classical  and  neo-classical  tragedy,  and  the  di- 
verse, now  lofty,  novi'  humble,  now  playful,  now  overpowering, 
mood  and  tone  of  romantic  tragedy. 

In  justice  to  classical  as  distinct  from  neo-classical  drama,  it  should 
be  said  that  the  former  permitted  a  rather  greater  diversity  of  mood 
than  the  latter.  It  not  only  regarded  as  tragedy  what  is  actually 
tragicomedy,  but  permitted,  even  in  tragedies  of  majestic  dignity 
touches  of  comedy  or  realistic  touches  in  minor  figures  like  those 
of  the  herdsman  and  the  messenger.  But,  within  the  limits  of  seri- 
ous or  tragic  emotions,  classical  drama  presents  a  narrower  range 
of  feeling  than  romantic  drama.  In  classical  drama,  there  is  nothing 
like  the  tempestuous  insanity  of  Lear  or  the  corrupt  diabolism  of 
The  Revenger's  Tragedy. 

The  Romantic  Attitude  toward  Life 

The  varieties  of  romanticism  are  so  numerous  that  it  would  be 
absurd  to  expect  to  discover  an  attitude  toward  life  common  to 
them  all.  The  range,  from  the  robust  moral  sense  of  Shakespeare, 
the  pruriency  of  Fletcher,  the  preposterous  code  of  honor  of  the 
heroic  play,  to  the  impassioned  social  zeal  of  Shelley,  the  ecstatic 
sins  of  Byron,  and  the  amorality  of  D'Annunzio,  indicates  the 
logical  impossibility  of  a  common  romantic  attitude  to  life.  And 
yet,  certain  attitudes  may  be  designated  which  have  in  one  or  an- 
other period  been  associated  with  romanticism.  Romanticism  in  the 
main  tends  to  be  idealistic  and  optimistic  and  liberal.  It  sees  life 
in  general  as  glamorous,  exciting,  and  admirable.  Whether  it 
emphasizes  or  ignores  the  conflict  between  good  and  evil  in  the  uni- 
verse, it  feels  that  the  conflict  is  an  enthralling  one,  and  that  there  is 
a  possibility  of  an  admirable  and  happy  destiny  for  mankind.  To 
the  romantic,  man  is  a  complex  being  with  great  powers  in  the 
direction  of  either  good  or  evil;  at  his  worst,  he  is  neither  ignoble 
or  petty;  at  his  best,  he  is  heroic  and  inspiring. 

The  sources  of  the  romantic's  moral  sanctions  lie  much  more 
definitely  in  the  realm  of  feeling  than  of  reason,  in  subjectivity 
rather  than  objectivity.  On  the  one  hand,  the  extremely  individual- 
istic romantic  will  find  the  sanction  for  his  conduct  in  what  he 
believes  is  his  own  capacity  to  distinguish  between  right  and 
wrong;  in  this  respect,  the  romantic  shows  himself  to  be  independ- 
ent of,  and  sometimes  hostile  to,  the  conventional  moraHty  of  his 
time.  The  more  definitely  socialized  romantic  finds  the  sanction 
for  his  ethics,  the  highest  values  in  existence,  in  the  feelings  and 
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emotions  stirred  by  the  sense  of  the  good  of  the  social  order  he 
would  promote.  The  romantic  of  this  sort  is  likely  to  be  vaguely 
or  specifically  revolutionary;  his  revolt  is  not  personal  but  social, 
and  his  end,  not  the  satisfaction  of  his  egocentric  desires  and  pas- 
sions, but  the  achievement  of  a  new  society  characterized  by  a 
greater  degree  of  justice,  freedom,  and  human  kindliness  than  the 
one  to  which  he  is  accustomed.  But  whether  in  law,  theology, 
morality,  or  politics,  the  romanticist  brings  creed  and  practice  to  the 
test  of  an  inner  sanction  of  good  or  evil.  To  him  the  spirit  of  law 
stands  high  above  the  word  of  laws.  From  the  creed  of  the  ro- 
manticist spring  prophets  and  fanatics,  saviors  and  social  workers. 

The  Qualities  of  Romanticism 

Enough  has  been  said  of  the  characteristics  of  romantic  art  to  in- 
dicate its  most  significant  attractions:  its  variety  and  resourcefulness 
in  structure  and  material,  its  range  in  mood,  emotions,  characters, 
and  style,  and  its  own  strange  beauty.  It  has  given  us  not  only  the 
supreme  masterpieces  of  English  drama — Hamlet,  Lear,  Othello, 
and  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  but  such  minor  masterpieces  as  Maeter- 
linck's eerie  Pelleas  and  Melisande,  D'Annunzio's  hectic  Francesca 
da  Rimini,  the  grandiose  melodramas  of  Victor  Hugo,  the  dex- 
terous theatricality  of  Rostand's  Cyrano  de  Bergerac,  and  the  sultry 
morbidities  of  Wilde's  Salome. 

To  English  students  at  least,  the  weaknesses  of  romanticism  are 
likely  to  be  less  apparent  than  its  virtues.  The  weaknesses  have  their 
origin  in  the  lack  of  control  inevitable  in  individualistic  aesthetics. 
This  lack  of  control  is  apparent  on  the  technical  side  in  the  loose- 
ness and  absence  of  focus  of  many  romantic  plays  and  the  substitu- 
tion of  a  variety  of  situations  and  motifs  for  a  controlling  unity  of 
theme.  It  is  apparent  emotionally  in  the  tendency  of  some  romantic 
plays  to  attain  an  extravagant  unreality  in  character,  emotions,  and 
motivation  and  to  allow  an  indulgence  in  the  preposterous  false 
idealism  of  the  EngHsh  heroic  drama.*  It  is  revealed  in  the  tasteless- 
ness  which  attempts  to  combine  comic  and  tragic  moods  that  defy 
combination.^  This  tastelessness  is  not  merely  an  error  of  feeling 

*  All  that  the  elementary  student  need  know  of  the  English  heroic  play  can  be 
gleaned  from  a  reading  of  Dryden's  The  Conquest  of  Granada  and  Henry  Fielding's 
Tom  Thumb  the  Great.  To  the  more  advanced  or  determined  student,  Lewis  N.  Chase's 
The  English  Heroic  Play  (New  York:  Columbia  University  Press,  1903)  is  recom- 
mended. 

^  Examples  of  tasteless  combinations  of  the  comic  and  tragic  are  numerous  in  the 
drama  of  the  early  Stuart  period.  One  of  the  best  examples  is  Thomas  Dekker's  The 
Honest  Whore,  Parts  I  and  II,  which,  to  judge  from  the  advertising  title-page,  endeared 
itself  to  popular  audiences  by  the  tediously  farcical  humors  of  the  sub-plot  rather 
than  by  the  serious  study  of  the  reformation  of  a  woman  with  a  past.  In  the  earlier 
Elizabethan  period  such  a  tasteless  combination  is  well  illustrated  in  Dr.  Faustus. 
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but  of  form.  The  romantic  drama  furnishes  splendid  examples  of 
the  adroit  interweaving  of  variously  toned  plots  and  emotions  and 
ideas;  The  Merchant  of  Venice  and  Lear  are  convenient  examples. 
But  there  are  also  dozens  of  instances  of  makeshift  and  clumsy  or 
merely  formal  and  mechanical  combinations  of  discordant  plots 
and  themes. 

A  more  subtle  weakness  of  romantic  dramatic  art  derives  from 
the  supremacy  it  assigns  to  feeling  and  emotion.  For  feeling  may 
easily  become  confused  with  sensation,  and  sensation  and  sensation- 
aHsm  may  become  the  means  and  end  of  the  dramatist's  effort.  The 
result  is  the  substitution  for  drama  of  melodrama,  which  in  its  quest 
for  excitement  sacrifices  probability  and  that  insistence  on  a  serious 
representation  of  human  character  without  which  drama  cannot 
exist  in  health.  Melodrama  is  a  legitimate  form  of  entertainment, 
but  it  attains  its  effects  only  by  deviating  from  the  equal  serious- 
ness of  comedy  and  tragedy.  A  more  insidious  weakness  of  ro- 
manticism is  its  proneness  to  deteriorate  into  sentimentality,  a 
tendency  so  persistent  that  it  requires  separate  consideration. 

But,  despite  its  weaknesses,  romantic  art  has  a  profound,  if  dis- 
turbing beauty.  It  gratifies  the  imagination;  it  satisfies  the  human 
longing  for  heroic  action  and  character.  Above  all,  it  invests  its 
substance,  whether  remote  or  familiar,  grotesque  or  mundane,  with 
a  glamour  which  we  have  defined  as  the  infusion  of  beauty  with 
strangeness,  whether  the  strangeness  be  that  of  the  Orient,  the 
Forest  of  Arden,  the  grotesquerie  of  Quasimodo,  or  the  perversity 
of  Salome. 


CHAPTER  VIII 
REALISM  AND  NATURALISM 

Though  both  classical  art  and  romantic  art  contain  elements  of 
realism,  realism  as  a  mode  permeating  the  whole  of  a  work  of  art 
was  attained  in  fiction  only  with  the  eighteenth  century,  and  in  the 
drama,  only  in  the  late  nineteenth  century.  The  theory  of  realism, 
not  fully  stated  until  the  second  half  of  the  nineteenth  century,  is 
thus  the  youngest  of  the  major  dramatic  modes. 

Both  historically  and  theoretically,  realism  is  a  more  or  less  con- 
scious reaction  to  romanticism.  The  realist  objects  to  the  limitations 
on  subject-matter  imposed  by  the  romantic  point  of  view.  He  ob- 
jects to  the  amount  of  idealization  inherent  in  the  process  of  in- 
vesting the  chosen  subject-matter  with  glamour.  The  extravagances 
and  extremities  of  the  romantic  spirit  he  dismisses  with  the  charge 
that  they  are  untrue  to  life,  or  at  least  to  his  conception  of  Ufe. 
To  the  technique  of  the  romantic  drama  he  brings  the  charge  of 
infidelity  to  the  interpretation  of  character,  the  representation  of 
dialogue,  and  the  course  of  existence  as  he  has  experienced  it.  In 
sentimentalism,  he  objects  to  the  prettification  of  a  harsh  and  un- 
feeling existence,  the  over-indulgent  view  of  human  character,  the 
disparagement  of  fact,  the  exaltation  of  the  more  generous  and 
kindly  feelings,  the  prudishness,  and  the  soft-headedness. 

On  the  positive  side,  literary  realism  is  actually  a  by-product  of 
the  scientific  movement  which  is  the  dominant  influence  in  the  age 
in  which  it  appeared.  Realism  apes  the  impartiality  and  impersonal- 
ity of  the  scientist;  it  imitates  the  scientist's  freedom  from  prejudice, 
his  lack  of  conventional  intellectual  or  moral  inhibitions.  Its  aim,  at 
its  clearest,  is  to  represent  life  as  nearly  as  possible  as  the  scientist 
sees  it. 

It  is  inevitable  that  there  should  be  a  great  deal  in  common  be- 
tween the  world-view  of  the  modern  scientist  and  that  of  the 
realist.  Freed  from  the  trammels  of  theology  and  of  morality,  the 
realist,  with  the  scientist,  sees  the  universe  as  a  mechanism  of  un- 
imaginable grandeur  and  complexity,  in  the  operation  of  which  he 
is  unable  to  discover  purpose,  intention,  or  morality.  To  the  realist, 
as  to  the  scientist  not  only  the  universe  but  man  also  is  a  mechanism: 
his  personality,  an  inevitable  product  of  the  forces  of  heredity  and 
environment;  his  physique,  a  psycho-physical  organism;  and  his 
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conduct,  not  the  product  of  character  and  free  will  but  of  chemical 
and  physical  processes  over  which  he  has  no  control.  The  realist 
who  follows  his  theory  to  its  logical  conclusion  does  not  concern 
himself  with  morality.  His  rendition  of  life  has  the  objectivity  of 
science. 

Varieties  of  Realism 

But,  as  there  are  varieties  of  romanticists,  so  there  are  varieties 
of  realists.  It  is  not  always  possible  to  distinguish  easily  between 
a  right-wing  realist  and  a  left-wing  sentimentalist.  Indeed,  fashions 
in  realism  alter  so  rapidly  that  what  seems  the  ultimate  boundary 
of  realism  to  one  generation  seems  perilously  like  sentimentalism 
to  another.  The  right-wing  realist,  who  grasps  only  partially  the 
implications  of  the  scientific  point  of  view,  is  likely  to  share  a  fairly 
hard-headed  sentimentalist's  views  of  human  character,  to  judge  his 
characters  and  their  behavior  unconsciously  in  accordance  with  the 
mores  of  his  own  social  group.  There  is,  besides,  an  important 
type  of  realist  (represented  in  the  drama  by  such  figures  as  Gals- 
worthy and  Brieux)  that  not  only  does  not  attempt  the  objectivity 
of  the  scientist  but  earnestly  espouses  a  particular  standard  of  morals 
and  philosophy,  and  uses  the  drama  to  express  his  social  purpose 
and  his  social  criticism.  So  we  have,  in  the  realistic  field,  the  phe- 
nomenon of  the  social  or  "useful"  dramatist,  who,  while  utilizing 
the  technique  and  sharing  some  of  the  views  of  the  objective 
dramatist,  brings  modern  life  sternly  to  the  bar  of  his  moral  and 
ethical  judgment.  The  left-wing  realist  is  the  type  of  artist  who 
in  continental  criticism  is  usually  called  a  naturalist. 

The  difference  between  realism  and  naturalism  is  one  of  degree, 
and  not  of  kind.  The  naturalist  is  the  variety  of  realist  who  accepts, 
without  qualification,  all  the  implications  of  the  scientific  view  of 
life.  Like  the  scientist,  he  stands  for  complete  freedom  in  the 
choice  of  the  subjects  of  his  study,  complete  objectivity  in  the  rendi- 
tion of  his  subject,  the  thorough  elimination  of  the  ideal  and  senti- 
mental element,  and  a  minimization  of  the  traditional  technique  of 
the  drama.  Even  though  absolutely  naturalistic  art  is,  as  we  shall 
see,  practically  impossible,  the  naturalist  is,  theoretically,  on  safer 
ground  than  his  less  logical  fellow-realists. 

We  have  already  hinted  at  some  of  the  realist's  precepts  concern- 
ing subject-matter  and  technique.  It  remains  to  illustrate  the  ap- 
plication of  these  precepts  in  some  detail.  The  principle  that  the 
artist  should  be  free  to  choose  any  sort  of  subject  for  his  drama  (or 
novel  or  poem)  has  led  to  a  very  great  extension  of  the  subject- 
matter  of  the  modern  drama.  It  has,  above  all,  encouraged  the 
selection  of  subjects  which  the  inclination  of  the  classical  toward 


148  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

grandeur  and  the  inclination  of  the  romantic  toward  the  strange 
and  remote  had  previously  debarred  from  artistic  treatment.  The 
lives  of  the  humble,  the  characters  and  manners  of  the  middle 
classes,  the  struggles  of  the  oppressed,  the  life  of  common  people 
in  places  remote  from  the  centers  of  civilization,  the  sexual  dilemmas 
of  men  in  modern  society — all  these  subjects  have  been  exploited 
by  the  realistic  dramatists.  There  has  grown  up  a  considerable  body 
of  plays  dealing  with  social  conflicts:  between  the  artist  and  society 
(Sudermann's  Magda) ;  between  the  single-standard  and  the 
double-standard  in  morality  (Bjornsen's  A  Gauntlet)',  between  the 
various  economic  classes  (Hauptmann's  The  Weavers,  Galsworthy's 
Strife,  Toller's  The  Machine-Wrec\ers  and  Man  and  the  Masses). 
There  have  been  dramatic  discussions  of  sexual  psychology  and 
sexual  hygiene,  topics  which,  in  earlier  forms  of  the  drama,  were 
idealized  or  romanticized  beyond  recognition. 

The  Technique  of  Realism 

Both  realists  and  naturalists  strive  for  the  elimination  of  the 
artificial  elements  in  the  techniques  of  the  classical  and  the  romantic 
drama.  But,  since  the  drama  in  any  form  is  an  art  and  since  tech- 
nique is  artifice,  the  complete  elimination  of  artificiality  is  impos- 
sible; yet  realists  and  naturalists  with  their  absorbing  desire  to  write 
plays  that  approximate  the  effect  of  life  as  it  is  lived  strive  for  the 
minimization  of  the  theatrical.  To  this  end,  there  is  a  strong 
tendency  in  realistic  drama  to  simplify  the  treatment  of  plot,  to 
substitute  the  interest  of  careful  characterization  and  the  accurate 
representation  of  speech,  manners,  and  setting  for  the  excitements 
of  elaborate  and  contrived  events. 

In  realistic  drama,  then,  we  are  likely  to  find  exposition,  develop- 
ment, climax,  and  denouement,  treated  with  a  simplicity  and  lack 
of  emphasis  unknown  to  classical  and  romantic  drama.  In  the 
earlier  stages  of  the  realistic  movement,  in  the  plays  of  Ibsen  for 
example,  the  exposition  was  handled  with  a  care  and  ingenuity  per- 
haps unequaled  in  the  history  of  the  drama.  And  the  social  dramas 
of  Dumas  fils  and  his  English  imitators.  Sir  Arthur  Pinero  and 
Henry  Arthur  Jones,  exhibited  a  mechanical  elaboration  in  the 
treatment  of  all  the  technical  elements  concerned  which  now  seems 
distinctly  outmoded.  In  plays  of  a  more  distinctly  naturalistic  sort — 
plays  like  Gorki's  Lower  Depths  and  Chekhov's  The  Cherry  Or- 
chard and  Uncle  Vanya — these  inevitable  technical  elements  are 
treated  with  the  utmost  simplicity;  technique  has  been  minimized 
until  it  is  sometimes  impossible  to  be  aware  of  it  as  technique. 
Similarly  in  realistic  plays,  development,  climax,  and  denouement 
are  toned  down  and  understated.  The  complications  of  plot  dear 
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to  the  older  drama  are  omitted,  and,  climaxes  in  particular,  where 
they  are  not  avoided,  are  treated  with  little  emphasis  on  the  po- 
tentialities of  the  "big  scene."  This  avoidance  of  the  "big  scene" 
is  in  line  with  the  realist's  contention  that  drama,  significant  action, 
is  as  likely  to  be  apparent  in  scenes  of  quiet  and  inaction  as  in 
striking  scenes  of  conflict  and  controversy.  In  Chekhov's  Cherry 
Orchard,  for  instance,  it  is  not  too  easy  to  decide  which  scene  is 
the  climactic  one.  It  is  in  all  probability  the  scene  in  which  Lopa- 
khin  announces  that  he  has  purchased  the  estate,  but  this  announce- 
ment is  made  so  incidentally  and  is  received  so  quietly  that  the 
effect  is  not  that  of  the  theatrical  "big  scene." 

Just  as  climax  is  minimized,  so  is  the  dramatic  "curtain,"  the 
short  sharp  shock  at  the  termination  of  each  act.  The  curtain  falls, 
to  be  sure,  but  it  does  not  fall  on  an  elaborately  arranged  tableau 
in  which  the  characters  are  represented  in  unresolved  and  spectacu- 
lar conflict  like  tahleaux-vivants.  Instead,  the  termination  of  the  act 
is  likely  to  be  sudden,  quiet,  indeterminate;  there  is  a  sense  of  a 
veil  falling  not  over  action  or  emotion  sharply  emphasized  but  upon 
action  or  emotion  continuing — but  continuing  problematically, 
since  even  the  realistic  dramatist  must  sustain  the  interest  of  his 
audience  until  the  conclusion  of  the  piece.  Similarly,  the  final  cur- 
tain, the  one  that  terminates  the  denouement,  is  likely  to  be  much 
less  decisive  than  that  of  the  romantic  and  classical  drama.  Here 
is  no  divine  ministration  to  the  woes  of  the  tragic  victims;  here  is 
no  Elizabethan  judgment-seat  at  which  all  or  nearly  all  the  char- 
acters are  sentenced  to  death  or  matrimony.  Here  life  goes  unem- 
phatically  on.  There  is  no  definite  framing  of  the  pictures,  no  sharp 
edge  to  the  design  of  the  play.  Whether  tragedy  or  comedy  is  the  lot 
of  the  major  characters,  there  is  no  termination  to  the  life  of  the 
group.  Sometimes,  an  indeterminate  ending  illustrates  and  rein- 
forces the  view  of  life  implicit  in  the  play.  The  sense  of  the  drabness 
and  hopelessness  of  existence,  the  necessity  of  losing  oneself  in 
pleasure  or  work  are  created  powerfully  by  the  termination  of  Che- 
khov's plays.  The  Three  Sisters  and  Uncle  Vanya,  and  there  is  no 
end  in  sight  to  the  miseries  of  the  wretches  in  the  cesspools  of 
society  depicted  in  Gorki's  Lower  Depths. 

The  realist  brings  to  his  representation  of  character  all  or  most 
of  the  resources  of  the  modern  scientist  or  psychologist.  Instead  of 
heroic  souls  acting  freely  though  in  conflict  with  the  conceptions 
of  society  or  of  the  universe,  the  realistic  dramatist  sees  human  per- 
sonalities as  products  of  heredity  and  environment,  sees  his  char- 
acters as  helpless  and  futile  victims  of  impulses  and  powers  which 
they  cannot  control.  It  is  no  wonder  then  that  the  realistic  drama 
has  frequently  found  its  heroes  in  weaklings  whom  the  classical 
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and  the  romantic  dramatist  would  reject  as  impossible  subjects  for 
heroic  or  glamorous  treatment.  Even  the  son  of  Napoleon  is  shown 
as  the  victim  of  heredity  in  Rostand's  L'Aiglon.  In  him  the  spirit 
of  the  unscrupulous  conqueror  is  in  conflict  with  the  degenerate 
self-indulgent  Hapsburg  strain,  and  his  failure  and  death  come 
about  as  the  consequences  of  this  conflict.  Tragedies  or  tragi- 
comedies of  the  realistic  sort  tend  to  find  their  heroes  and  heroines 
in  the  middle  and  lower  ranges  of  society,  in  creatures  sentenced 
to  life-long  obscurity,  incapable  of  masterful  ambitions  and  emo- 
tions, and  doomed  or  almost  certainly  doomed  by  social  forces 
against  which  their  impotence  beats  itself  out  in  vain. 

In  the  delineation  of  character  the  realist  differs  very  considerably 
from  the  classicist  and  the  romanticist.  With  him,  character  tends 
to  become  more  complex  than  it  is  in  the  older  drama;  characters 
are  composites  of  a  large  number  of  varying  and  contradictory  im- 
pulses; they  fail  frequently  to  attain  the  integration  marked  in  the 
figures  of  classical  drama.  The  conception  of  character  as  an  un- 
resolved conflict  is  one  that  is  peculiar  to  the  realistic  drama. 

Moreover  the  realist,  in  his  effort  to  represent  life  as  it  is,  is  driven 
to  an  exacting  study  of  the  surface  manifestations  of  character.  In 
neither  the  classical  or  the  romantic  drama  is  much  attention  given 
to  the  description  of  the  clothes  or  physiques  or  manners  of  the 
persons  concerned.  The  necessity  for  creating  a  complete  and  de- 
tailed picture  imposes  upon  the  dramatist  a  heavy  burden  of  ob- 
servation or  creation.^ 

There  are  also  problems  of  dialogue  for  the  realist  from  which 
the  classicist  and  the  romanticist  are  free.  Upon  the  older  dramatists 
there  was  no  necessity  for  approximating  the  effect  of  actual  con- 
versation in  stage  dialogue.  This  necessity  affects,  first  of  all,  the 
movement  of  the  dialogue,  and  encourages  discursiveness  and  lack 
of  sharp  focus.  It  also  requires  the  elimination  from  the  dialogue 
of  rhetorical  and  inflated  elements,  and  the  cultivation  of  exact  and 
sometimes  dialectal,  or  at  least  of  markedly  colloquial  utterance. 
The  subtle,  poetic,  imaginative  discourse  of  the  classical  and  ro- 
mantic drama  is  distinctly  beyond  the  province  of  the  realistic 
drama, 

A  somewhat  similar  divergence  is  apparent  in  the  handling  of 
setting.  The  classical  drama  pays  little  or  no  attention  to  the  de- 
piction of  setting;  the  problem  of  setting  is  solved  by  the  simple  Cott- 
le Frequently  in  the  realistic  drama  the  playwright,  impatient  of  the  inevitable 
limitations  of  his  medium,  exceeds  the  logical  functions  of  the  stage-direction,  and 
includes  in  it,  as  a  means  of  characterization,  facts  that  the  dialogue  and  setting  do 
not  reveal  and  bits  of  analysis  w^hich  the  actor  can  only  attempt  to  convey.  This  is  an 
indication,  at  once,  of  a  confusion  of  the  novelistic  and  dramatic  genres,  and  of  the 
importance  that  the  publication  and  reading  of  plays  have  attained  in  modern  times. 
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vention  of  a  permanent  set.  But  the  realist's  passion  for  facts,  his 
fidelity  to  them,  and  his  belief  in  the  significance  of  environment 
for  the  nature  and  fates  of  his  characters  necessitate  a  meticulously 
detailed  description  and  representation  of  setting  that  is  paralleled 
by  a  similar  minuteness  of  treatment  of  setting  in  the  modern  novel, 
and  was  foreshadowed  by  the  realism  of  seventeenth-century  Dutch 
painting.  This  realistic  treatment  of  setting  has  assisted  consider- 
ably in  creating  a  lively  illusion  of  actuality.  It  has  likewise  been 
an  important  stimulus  to  the  stage-producer  and  manager,  and  has 
trained  all  persons  concerned  with  the  theater  to  an  awareness  of 
the  importance  of  accurate  detail.  A  corollary  of  the  realistic  treat- 
ment of  setting  has  been  the  rise  of  realism  in  stage-costume.  Stage- 
costume  until  the  contemporary  period  has  always  been  a  conven- 
tionalized treatment  of  contemporary  costume;  until  the  middle  of 
the  nineteenth  century  almost  no  effort  was  made  in  the  major 
theaters  of  Europe  to  achieve  historically  accurate  costuming  for 
the  great  dramas  of  classical  antiquity  and  the  Renaissance.  With 
the  advent  of  realism,  however,  attention  naturally  turned  toward 
the  problems  of  setting  and  costuming  presented  by  the  classical 
repertory,  and  endless  pains  and  study  were  devoted  to  the  archaeo- 
logically  accurate  production  of  early  plays. 

The  objectionable  element  in  this  movement  to  present  plays 
from  the  classical  repertory  realistically  was,  first  of  all,  that  such 
plays  were  not  written  for  realistic  presentation,  and,  consequently, 
realistic  production  was  sometimes  seriously  out  of  tone  with  the 
plays.  In  the  second  place,  and  more  seriously,  there  are  limits  (very 
distinct  limits)  to  the  effectiveness  of  realistic  setting  and  costum- 
ing in  the  theater.  There  is  the  primary  difficulty  of  the  transmission 
of  the  effect  from  the  stage  to  the  audience.  A  realistic  painting  can 
be  studied  over  and  over  again  microscopically;  a  stage-picture  can 
be  studied  only  fleetingly,  and  it  cannot  be  studied  minutely  from 
the  middle  of  the  auditorium  or  from  the  last  row  in  the  gallery. 
Unquestionably,  a  tremendous  amount  of  ingenuity  and  money  has 
been  expended  in  building  up  effects  that  are  inappropriate  to  the 
theater.  True  realism  in  the  theater  aims  at  giving  the  effect  of 
reality,  and  not  reality  itself.^ 

The  Qualities  of  Realism 

The  values  of  realism  in  the  drama  are  so  familiar  that  they  do 
not  require  elaborate  statement  or  exemplification.  Realism  per- 
forms one  of  its  services  in  the  faithful  and  accurate  rendition  of 
life  and  character.  Since  nothing  human  is  beyond  the  limits  of 

2  From  this  point  of  view,  the  efforts  of  David  Belasco  to  secure  stage-realism  seem 
in  general  to  have  been  ill-considered. 
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human  interest  and  curiosity,  there  is  always  a  certain  attractive- 
ness about  an  untouched  photograph  of  local  customs,  mannerisms 
of  speech,  and  details  of  milieux.  Realistic  art  trains  both  artist's 
and  audience's  eyes  in  the  close  and  unflinching  observation  of  hu- 
man beings  and  emotions  and  environments.  And  such  painstak- 
ing observation  and  rendition,  and  the  appreciation  of  such  rendi- 
tion, are  assuredly  values  that  art  can  render  in  extending  our  ex- 
perience by  drawing  attention  to  what  we  have  been  too  casual 
or  too  ill-trained  to  observe.  Similarly,  realism  has  rendered  art  and 
humanity  a  great  service  in  its  deliberate  extension  of  the  subject- 
matter  of  art  to  include  the  humble,  the  despised,  and  the  rejected, 
to  allow  the  representation  of  all  phases  of  modern  industrial  and 
agricultural  life,  and  to  describe  the  manners  and  customs  of  all 
levels  of  human  society.  And,  finally,  although  objectivity  proves 
a  blind  alley  for  art,  objectivity  has  its  lesson  for  both  artist  and 
audience.  The  spectacle  of  life,  viewed  dispassionately  and  without 
prejudice,  with  accuracy  and  without  falsification,  may  be  disturb- 
ing or  even  horrifying,  but  it  is  salutary  in  its  truth  and  honesty. 

But,  though  realism  is  the  dominant  literary  influence  of  the 
artistic  era  in  which  the  modern  drama  has  been  created,  it  is  pos- 
sible to  escape  sufficiently  long  from  the  spirit  of  the  age  to  see  very 
serious  limitations  and  weaknesses  in  the  theory  and  practice  of 
realism.  The  weaknesses  of  realism  arise,  we  believe,  from  two 
basic  confusions — the  confusion  of  art  and  science  and  the  con- 
fusion of  art  and  life.  The  first  confusion  is  basic  to  realism  be- 
cause, as  we  have  seen,  the  realist  has  been  attempting,  whether 
or  not  he  was  quite  aware  of  it,  to  turn  art  into  a  science;  to  be- 
come in  his  own  person  an  impartial  and  objective  observer,  un- 
swayed by  intellectual  preconceptions  or  emotional  preferences, 
and,  consequently,  to  give  his  art  the  permanent  validity  of  con- 
clusions established  by  the  application  of  the  scientific  method.  But 
it  is  logically  and  practically  impossible  for  the  artist  to  become  as 
impersonal  and  unselective  in  his  observation  as  a  camera  or  a  micro- 
scope. Personality  will  creep  in,  and,  if  it  does  not  creep  in,  the 
work  suffers  accordingly.  For,  though  art  is  never  at  its  greatest 
when  it  is  merely  emotional  and  subjective,  it  derives  an  essential 
value  from  the  fact  that  it  has  been  selected,  shaped,  and  trans- 
muted by  a  creative  personality.  To  banish  personality  in  this  sense 
from  art  is  to  attempt  to  banish  art. 

Similarly,  the  realist  tends  to  confuse  the  basic  distinction  be- 
tween art  and  life.  Again,  he  is  attempting  to  make  his  art- 
product  as  much  like  life  as  possible.  This  process  has  sharper  prac- 
tical than  logical  limits.  In  the  most  vital  respects,  art  and  life  differ 
<;normously:  art  is  sharply  limited,  life  is  illimitable;  art  is  focused 
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and  shaped,  life  tends  to  lack  purpose  and  design;  art  is  coherent 
and  intelligible,  life  is  incoherent  and  (observed  objectively)  mean- 
ingless. Practically,  even  the  artist  who  gets  nearest  to  an  effect  of 
life  must  practise  a  selectiveness,  a  formalization,  an  abstraction  that 
prevent  its  being,  at  its  most  life-like,  any  more  than  an  extremely 
clever  rendition  of  the  effect  of  life.  It  can  never  be  life  itself. 

Moreover,  by  making  itself  more  or  less  frankly  photographic, 
realism  runs  the  chance  of  reducing  itself  to  a  skilled  and  in- 
genious representation  of  surfaces,  omitting  those  complexities  of 
feeling  and  meaning  that  art  distils  best.  Even  the  realist  with  a 
social  thesis  suffers  as  an  artist  in  the  coercion  of  his  material  to 
the  establishment  of  a  social  thesis  of  doubtful  or  narrow  validity. 
The  realist  who  denies  himself  a  thesis  becomes  a  photographer; 
the  realist  with  a  thesis  becomes,  what  is  worse,  a  preacher,  not  an 
artist. 

A  further  limitation  has  been  charged  to  realism;  namely,  that 
it  exorcises  the  spirit  of  tragedy.  In  the  main,  it  is  true,  the  realist 
is  hostile  to  grand  and  idealistic  emotions  and  intentions;  he  feels, 
and  rightly,  that,  in  fidelity  to  facts  he  must  eschew  the  idealizing 
and  romantic  elements  in  traditional  art.  From  the  strictest  realistic 
point  of  view,  objectivity  permits  neither  a  tragic  nor  a  comic  effect. 
The  realist  contents  himself  with  accurate  representation;  meaning, 
if  there  is  any,  must  be  contributed  by  the  audience.  Practically,  too, 
the  realist  tends  to  discard  as  a  tragic  device  the  greatness  of  birth 
or  person  in  which  classical  and  romantic  drama  found  one  of  the 
easiest  means  to  an  effect  of  grandeur  and  nobility.  If  grandeur, 
either  actual  or  intellectual  or  emotional,  is  the  essential  and  in- 
dispensable element  in  tragedy,  then  it  must  be  acknowledged  that 
many  realistic  plays  that  end  disastrously  cannot  be  called  tragedies. 
It  is  doubtful  if  Galsworthy's  Justice  can  seriously  be  called  a 
tragedy.  The  protagonist  is  too  weak,  too  pitiable  a  creature  to  be 
an  impressive  tragic  figure,  and  even  the  remorseless  grandeur  of 
the  law  that  helped  him  to  destruction  is  not  enough  to  elevate  this 
painful  play  to  the  dignity  of  tragedy.  In  the  case  of  Galsworthy's 
Falder,  none  of  the  forces  which  link  the  victim  to  catastrophe  is  of 
sufficient  magnitude  to  communicate  a  sense  of  great  issues.  Falder 's 
fate  is  regrettable,  but  it  is  not  genuinely  tragic  as  is  Hamlet's  or 
Lear's  or  even  the  preposterous  but  magnificent  Hernani's. 

But  there  are  ways  in  which  the  realist  can  evoke  through  his 
drama  the  sense  of  great  issues  at  stake.  For  instance,  if  he  is  able 
to  convince  us  that  great  social  forces  are  involved,  or  if  we  get  (as 
in  Hauptmann's  The  Weavers)  the  sense  of  terrific  social  forces 
in  conflict,  the  atmosphere  of  greatness,  and,  in  the  catastrophe,  the 
atmosphere  of  tragedy  is  evoked  through  the  climactic  crash  of 
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tremendous  forces.  It  is  possible,  too,  for  the  realist  to  attain  an 
effect  of  intellectual  grandeur  in  his  presentation  of  the  philosophic 
implications  of  the  modern  view  of  man  and  the  world.  In  this  way, 
Thomas  Hardy  was  able  to  give  an  effect  of  tragedy,  not  merely 
in  his  poetic  closet-drama,  The  Dynasts,  but  in  almost  the  slightest 
of  his  prose  or  poetic  interpretations  of  human  experience  from 
the  deterministic  point  of  view.  Similarly,  in  such  a  play  as  Mourn- 
ing Becomes  Electra,  Eugene  O'Neill  has  exhibited  the  tragic  sig- 
nificance of  a  world  in  which  character  has  given  way  to  the  powers 
of  subconscious  mechanisms,  complexes,  and  compulsions  which 
give  human  fate  the  cruel  significance  of  animals  trapped  by  forces 
within  themselves  over  which  they  have  no  control.  It  is  not  only 
the  multiplicity  of  his  instances  but  the  courageous  acceptance  of 
the  implications  of  the  scientific  world-view  that  give  O'Neill's 
tragedy  its  effect  of  tremendous  tragedy. 

But,  as  we  have  hinted,  the  essential  weakness  of  realism  arises 
from  its  insistence  that  art  is  representation  and  not  interpretation. 
Art  in  essence  is  creative,  and  the  weakness  of  most  realistic  art  is 
that  it  does  not  create  beauty,  power,  significance,  or  meaning  greater 
than  the  representation  of  mediocrity  and  triviality  permits.  The 
spirit  of  man  turns  to  art  not  merely  because  it  is  prettier  or  pleas- 
anter  than  life,  but  because,  even  at  its  most  illusive,  it  is  other 
than  life,  a  creation  out  of  the  material  furnished  by  life,  wrought 
to  a  significance  greater  than  mere  life  can  have  unless  it  is  medi- 
tated upon  and  shaped  into  an  ethical  and  philosophical  system. 


CHAPTER  IX 

SENTIMENTALISM 

Sentimentalism  is  perhaps  the  most  difficult  of  the  modes  of 
drama  to  define  and  illustrate  not  merely  because  its  values  are 
the  most  elusive,  but  also  because  it  is  at  the  present  moment  beset 
by  such  violent  misapprehensions  and  prejudices  that  it  is  difficult 
to  secure  calm  consideration  for  it.  The  spirit  of  the  twentieth 
century  is,  on  its  conscious  and  sophisticated  levels,  definitely  anti- 
sentimental.  This  anti-sentimentalism,  disguising  itself  as  cynicism 
or  objectivity,  as  brutality  or  candor,  is  a  by-product  of  a  cumulative 
revolt  against  the  weaker  elements  in  the  Victorian  way  of  feeling. 
This  revolt  has  been  furthered  by  the  incursion  of  scientific  atti- 
tudes into  the  realms  of  even  the  intimate  emotions  and  by  the 
destruction  of  social  standards  and  inhibitions  incidental  to  the 
World  War.  On  the  other  hand,  sentimentaUsm  is  still  so  tre- 
mendously popular  on  the  lower  levels  of  culture  and  education 
that  to  attack  it  seems  to  indict  the  taste  and  judgment  of  millions 
of  one's  contemporaries. 

Historically,  sentimentaHsm  has  deeply  rooted  connections  with 
the  romanticism  which  we  have  already  discussed.  Like  romanti- 
cism, for  example,  it  gives  primacy  to  feeling  rather  than  to  reason 
or  the  sense  of  fact.  But  the  feeling  cultivated  by  the  sentimentalist 
differs  from  that  cultivated  by  the  romanicist,  chiefly  in  its  object. 
Unlike  romanticism,  sentimentalism  is  not  associated  with  the 
strange  and  remote  but  with  the  immediate  and  the  familiar.  Sen- 
timentalism is  a  kind  of  domesticated  romanticism  that  results 
from  the  discovery  of  the  possibility  of  evoking  agreeable  emotions 
in  the  treatment  of  familiar  social  and  domestic  life.  Such  an  in- 
vestiture involves  an  idealization  of  the  familiar  and  domestic  which 
makes  for  a  falsification  of  the  values  that  derive  from  a  realistic 
view  of  life. 

The  Sentimental  View  of  Life 

The  process  of  idealization  appears  in  some  of  the  major  assump- 
tions of  sentimental  art.  Of  human  nature  itself,  sentimentalism 
tends  to  take  the  rosiest  view.  It  invests  with  roseate  light,  not  the 
grandiose  heroes  and  heroines  of  romance  but  the  figures  of  com- 
mon life.  So,  mother  and  child  ofEer  themselves  as  the  handiest 
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objects  for  false  idealization.  Motherhood  itself,  it  is  assumed,  pro- 
duces, not  only  in  the  sensitive  spectator  but  in  the  biological 
entity  herself,  a  kind  of  purification  and  spiritualization,  infre- 
quent, to  say  the  least,  among  common  or  garden  varieties  of 
biological  organisms.  Similarly,  sentimentality  falsifies  its  repre- 
sentation of  childhood  by  stressing  its  innocence,  physical  grace, 
and  helplessness,  and  by  ignoring  the  anti-social,  animalistic,  and 
vicious  potentialities  of  human  infancy.  Almost  inevitably,  sin  to 
the  sentimentalist  is  not  sin  against  self  but  against  domesticity; 
so,  the  errant  husband  and  the  anti-domestic  female  become,  the 
one,  the  object  of  missionary  zeal  on  the  part  of  mother  and  child; 
the  other,  an  object  of  abuse  and  condemnation.  As  the  flood  of  sen- 
timentality rose,  toward  the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century,  the  un- 
married mother  became  an  object  of  pity  and  compassion  rather 
than  scorn;  similarly,  the  wayward  woman,  the  brazen  courtesan, 
was  sentimentalized  through  the  astonishing  discovery  that  however 
reprehensible  her  behavior,  at  least  she  had  a  good  heart.  To  this 
sentimentalizing  of  the  courtesan,  Dumas'  Camille  was  an  epoch- 
making  contribution. 

Outside  the  domestic  sphere,  sentimentalism  found  objects  worthy 
of  emotion  in  the  alleged  simplicity  and  purity  of  primitive  man  and 
in  the  socially  down-trodden — the  negro  and  the  shop-girl — and 
thus  contributed  not  only  in  art,  but  also  in  life,  toward  the  move- 
ment for  the  improvement  of  society  that  has  come  to  be  called 
humanitarianism.  Corollaries  to  the  exaltation  of  the  socially  de- 
pressed were  the  condemnation  of  the  aristocratic  way  of  life  and 
hostihty  to  great  wealth  as  making  grace  and  dignity  possible  only 
at  the  cost  of  grinding  down  the  poor. 

The  sentimentalist's  cult  of  delicate  feeling  and  his  repugnance 
to  harsh  fact  tempt  him  to  interpret  life  not  in  accordance  with  the 
complexities  of  contradictory  and  baffling  experience,  but  in  accord- 
ance with  his  wishful  thinking,  his  inordinate  capacity  for  rational- 
ization. So,  life  itself  becomes  a  conflict  between  the  soft-hearted  and 
the  hard-hearted,  a  conflict  in  which,  however,  the  soft-hearted  be- 
lieve that  they  must  win  out,  because  after  all  the  power  behind  the 
universe  must  share  the  tender-heartedness  of  the  sentimentaHst, 
and  must  therefore  appreciate  the  desirability  of  giving  them  the 
reward  they  feel  they  shall,  in  the  long  run,  eminently  deserve.  To 
the  attainment  of  this  victory,  the  chief  means  is  not  intelligence 
or  respect  for  fact  or  the  application  of  reason  to  human  affairs, 
but  the  cultivation  of  the  right  kind  and  quality  of  feeling.^  In  the 

1  Despite  Galsworthy's  legal  training  and  his  attempts  to  be  judicial,  he  belongs 
with  the  sentimentalists  in  his  insistence  that  the  social  end  which  he  holds  to  be 
desirable  will  be  attained  not  by  alteration  of  the  forms  of  society  or  modification  of 
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sentimentalist's  battle  with  evil,  the  only  weapons  necessary  are  a 
kindly  nature,  a  soft  head,  and  an  easy  effusion  of  tears. 

The  Themes  of  Sentimentalism 

Sentimental  dramatists  have  found  certain  themes  especially  at- 
tractive and  congenial.  Some  of  these  are  perennial;  the  struggle  of 
young  womanhood  to  preserve  her  virginity,  the  struggle  of  young 
manhood  against  the  sexual  and  economic  temptations  by  which 
he  is  assailed.  Another  popular  sentimental  theme  is  that  of  the 
rehabilitation  of  drunkards,  gamblers,  libertines,  courtesans,  and 
wayward  women.  A  theme  closely  allied  to  the  rehabilitation-motif 
is  that  of  the  transformation  of  the  hard-hearted  into  the  soft- 
hearted by  the  power  of  kindliness  and  love,  frequently  through 
the  agency  of  an  infant  or  personable  ward.  Here  belong  the  villain- 
ous or  merely  crusty  curmudgeons  or  the  socially  snobbish  or 
ambitious  who  are  converted  through  the  influence  of  simple  in- 
nocence and  virtue.  The  transformation  of  the  worldly  into  the  un- 
worldly is  frequently  brought  about  through  a  trick  of  plot,  A  lost 
fortune  is  one  of  the  surest  means  for  bringing  out  in  the  selfish 
and  corrupt  the  generosity  and  nobility  that,  according  to  the 
sentimentalist,  are  buried  in  the  most  callous  breast.  A  social  theme 
is  often  found  in  the  road  to  riches,  the  successful  struggle  against 
tremendous  odds  of  the  poor  but  honest  youth  to  the  attainment 
of  economic  security,  social  esteem,  and  domestic  bliss. 

Related  to  the  theme  of  the  road  to  riches  is  the  Cinderella  theme, 
one  of  the  most  obvious  among  tried  sentimental  themes,  of  wish- 
fulfilment.  The  plain  but  kind-hearted  heroine,  depressed  by  eco- 
nomic or  social  circumstance,  is  given  what  she  wants,  sometimes 
without  trying,  sometimes  with  the  expenditure  of  a  surprising 
amount  of  ingenuity  and  intelligence.  So,  in  Barrie's  A  Kiss  for 
Cinderella,  the  oppressed  heroine  achieves  her  heart's  desire,  first 
in  a  delirium  brought  on  by  exposure  to  stage  snow,  and  then  in 
actuality  in  the  person  of  an  obliging  policeman.  The  same  writ- 
er's What  Every  Woman  Knows  is  a  much  more  adroit  treatment 
of  the  Cinderella  theme.  Here  the  heroine  is  not  merely  plain  but 
also  intelligent,  and  her  intelligence  triumphs  over  the  blindness 
of  her  egotistic  husband  and  the  wiles  of  a  beautiful  high-society 
adventuress.  Sentimentalism  is  frequently  combined  with  attacks 
on  selfishness  and  worldliness  in  the  celestial  visitant  theme,  illus- 

its  laws,  but  by  the  development  in  modern  men  of  the  right  feelings  towards  them- 
selves, their  own  classes,  and  other  classes  in  the  current  social  order.  The  feeling 
which  his  pla5's  in  the  main  tend  to  evoke  is  effective  enough  as  a  social -aesthetic  emo- 
tion; it  hardly  furnishes  an  adequate  solution  for  the  inordinately  complex  problems 
of  modern  political  and  industrial  society. 
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trated  by  Charles  Rann  Kennedy's  The  Servant  in  the  House, 
Jerome  K.  Jerome's  Passing  of  the  Third  Floor  Bac\,  Knoblauch's 
The  Fawn,  and  the  dramatization  of  H.  G.  Wells'  The  Wonderful 
Visit.  The  nucleus  of  this  situation  is  the  assumption  of  the  con- 
tagious and  redemptive  power  of  good;  incidental  is  the  exposure 
of  social  vices  and  shortcomings  and  their  disappear'ance  under  the 
searching  light  of  goodness. 

The  Technique  of  Sentimentalism 

Sentimental  dramatists  have  made  no  noteworthy  contributions 
to  dramatic  technique,  but  they  have  had  to  face  some  problems 
more  or  less  peculiar  to  themselves.  On  the  one  hand,  in  its  repre- 
sentation of  middle-class  and  lower-class  characters,  sentimentalism 
has  been  faced  with  the  necessity  of  working  out  a  dialogue- 
technique  appropriate  to  such  a  milieu,  since  the  elevated  and 
urbane  dialogue  of  upper-class  drama  was  out  of  the  question. 
The  attempt  to  meet  this  situation  was  praiseworthy,  but  the  results 
are  distressing.  The  dialogue  of  eighteenth-century  sentimental 
tragedy  and  comedy  strikes  the  modern  reader  as  painfully  stilted 
and  rhetorical;  shopkeepers,  apprentices,  and  the  virtuous  daughters 
of  grocers  speak  with  the  rotundity  of  a  Sunday-school  tract,  preg- 
nant with  moral  platitudes.  A  few  of  these  would  seem  not  more 
offensive  than  the  "sentences,"  the  terse  philosophical  maxims  of 
the  Elizabethan  drama,  but,  to  the  eighteenth-century  sentimental- 
ist there  could  not  be  too  much  of  a  good  thing;  ^  in  consequence, 
speeches  are  distended  with  the  most  obvious  commonplaces 
evolved  from  the  sentimental  point  of  view,  smooth  round  general- 
izations that  strike  the  modern  reader  not  only  as  untrue,  but  as 
undramatic.  But,  despite  the  crudities  of  dialogue  in  early  senti- 
mental drama,  sentimentalism  made,  in  the  long  run,  a  very  im- 
portant contribution  to  the  evolution  of  a  prose  dialogue  that  would 
have  the  effect  of  realism.  Moreover,  it  prepared  the  way  for  the 
extremely  adroit  teary-smiley  dialogue  of  a  past  master  of  senti- 
mentality like  Sir  James  Barrie. 

A  further  problem  that  faced  many  sentimentalists  was  that  of 
combining  reality  and  fantasy  persuasively.  For  sentimental  themes 
frequently  involve  some  use  of  the  supernatural  for  the  complete 
exemplification  of  their  themes.  The  fantasy  may  be  incidental, 
as  in  Barrie's  A  Kiss  for  Cinderella,  or  integral  as  in  David  Belasco's 
The  Return  of  Peter  Grimm.  The  problem  is  that  of  making  the 
fantasy  imaginatively  persuasive,  or,  when  the  fantasy  is  inci- 
dental, of  making  the  transition  from  the  world  of  fact  to  the 

2  Cf.,  for  example,  the  inordinate  lengths  of  Richardson's  histories  of  prurient  but 
technically  virtuous  heroines. 
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world  of  fancy  without  a  shock.  The  first  case  demands  imagina- 
tion; the  second,  imagination  and  tact.  In  a  completely  fantastic 
piece  like  Barrie's  Peter  Pan,  the  imaginative  effort  involved  is 
tremendous,  since  it  is  necessary  to  create  a  dominant  tone,  and 
then  to  sustain  it  by  the  creation  of  details  no  one  of  which 
shall  seem  incongruous,  no  one  of  which  shall  bring  the  audience 
down  to  earth  with  a  thud.^  In  the  sentimental  play  in  which  the 
fantasy  is  only  incidental,  the  difficulty  is,  as  we  have  said,  pri- 
marily that  of  building  a  bridge  from  the  world  of  fact  to  the 
world  of  fancy.  The  transition  may  be  made  gradually,  or  it  may 
be  made  abruptly,  but  in  either  case  it  must  strike  us  as  con- 
gruous, if  not  plausible.  So,  in  Belasco's  The  Return  of  Peter 
Grimm,  the  return  of  the  dead  man  is  prepared  for,  rather 
elaborately  in  the  first  act,  by  the  discussion  of  spiritualism;  it  is 
prepared  for  more  subtly  by  the  atmospheric  and  psychological 
details  of  the  scene  immediately  preceding  Peter  Grimm's  return 
in  the  second  act.  Once  that  difficult  transition  is  made,  Belasco 
is  free  to  wring  every  ounce  of  pathos  possible  from  the  contrast 
between  Peter's  desire  to  communicate  with  his  friends  and  his 
seeming  inability  to  do  so,  and  to  exploit  the  irony  of  the  contrast 
between  his  actual  presence  and  his  seeming  absence.  Where  the 
transition  is  made  more  abruptly,  as  in  A  Kiss  for  Cinderella  or 
Hauptmann's  Hannele,  the  transition  is  frequently  rationalized,  in 
these  cases  by  the  device  of  a  delirium,  in  others  by  the  device  of 
a  dream. 

The  Values  of  Sentimentalism 

The  weaknesses  of  the  sentimental  attitude  toward  life  and 
drama  have,  perhaps,  never  been  so  obvious  as  they  are  to  the 
present  age.  The  root  of  the  weakness  of  sentimentalism  is  the 
falsification  of  fact  that  arises  from  the  preference  of  the  senti- 
mentalist for  pleasant  feeling  to  harsh  reality.  There  is,  to  be  sure, 
a  kind  of  falsification  in  romanticism;  but  romanticism,  although 
it  introduces  an  element  of  idealization  into  its  representation  of 
life,  retains  its  grasp,  at  least  in  its  more  robust  forms,  upon  the 
cruel  and  ugly  aspects  of  human  nature  and  existence.  The  soft- 
hearted sentimentalist,  on  the  other  hand,  suppresses  or  minimizes 
those  elements  in  human  experience  that  are  hostile  to  the  emo- 
tion he  cherishes.  A  further  consequence  of  sentimentality,  espe- 
cially objectionable  in  modern  eyes,  is  its  encouragement  of  prudery 
in  the  treatment  of  sexual  and  physical  functions.  The  harsh  and 
cruel  facts  of  the  human  love  experience  must  be  denied  or  re- 

2  The  perennial  appeal  of  so  fantastic  a  play  as  Peter  Pan  to  old  and  young  alike 
says  a  great  deal  for  the  deeply  rooted  nature  of  sentimentalism. 
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pressed  for  the  sake  of  the  sweetness  and  prettiness  dear  to  the 
sentimentalist.  This  prudishness  frequently  goes  so  far  as  to  result 
in  an  absurdly  false  representation  of  human  experience.  To  no 
form  of  art  is  the  objection,  "But  life  isn't  like  that"  so  logically 
relevant. 

At  its  worst,  sentimentalism  is  more  insidiously  immoral  than 
coarseness  or  vulgarity  or  cynicism,  since  its  falsification  and  lack 
of  balance  are  less  obvious,  since  its  suppressions  of  unpleasant  as- 
pects of  experience  blind  one  to  its  falsity.  If  all  art  involves,  im- 
plicitly or  explicitly,  some  criticism  of  life,  sentimentalism,  with 
its  stress  on  feeling  and  its  underestimation  of  logic  and  the  sense 
of  fact,  is  likely  to  offer  the  least  trustworthy  guide  to  a  sound  in- 
terpretation of  the  meaning  and  the  value  of  human  experience. 

But  sentimentalism  under  control  has  its  values  which  not  even 
the  most  coldly  intellectual  age  should  underestimate.  Its  specialty 
is  the  tender  emotions,  and  the  touching  appeal  of  the  tender  emo- 
tions is  a  valuable  corrective  to  too  purely  intellectual  or  scientific  an 
interpretation  of  human  existence.  Moreover,  one  of  the  particular 
effects  of  the  sentimental  is  charm,  an  elusive  winsomeness  that  is 
almost  entirely  absent  from  much  classical  or  realistic  art.  Another  of 
its  particular  values  is  pathos,  which  may  almost  be  said  to  be  the 
painful  counterpart  of  irony,  since,  like  irony,  it  depends  usually 
on  the  contrast  between  the  actual  and  the  desirable.  The  difference 
is  that  this  contrast  is  exploited  by  the  sentimentalist  for  its  touch- 
ing quality,  by  the  ironist  for  a  consummately  sublimated  comic 
effect. 


CHAPTER  X 
SYMBOLISM  AND  EXPRESSIONISM 

SYMBOLISM 

Symbolism  in  the  drama  is  a  less  elusive  and  more  reputable 
variety  of  romanticism  than  sentimentalism.  Like  romanticism,  it 
does  not  aim  at  the  mere  representation  of  superficial  aspects  of 
reality.  In  its  less  lofty  flights,  it  adds  imaginative  or  poetic  ele- 
ments to  the  superficial  manifestations  of  reality.  In  its  most  ex- 
travagant forms,  it  is  distinguishable  from  romanticism  only  in  the 
fact  that  it  does  not  confine  itself  to  the  creation  of  a  merely  glamor- 
ous picture,  but  builds  up  a  more  or  less  specific  indication  of  the 
intellectual  or  ethical  or  emotional  significance  of  the  work  of  art 
concerned.  To  be  sure,  the  most  rhapsodically  romantic  play  is 
hkely  to  offer  some  sort  of  comment  on  the  meaning  of  human 
destiny,  but  symbolism  differs  from  romanticism  in  the  definite- 
ness  of  its  indication  of  meanings  or  values. 

For  a  symbol  is  an  object  or  act  which  has  not  merely  an  in- 
trinsic but  also  an  extrinsic  value.  The  most  obvious  of  symbols,  a 
flag,  intrinsically  and  objectively  no  more  than  a  piece  of  colored 
bunting,  acquires  by  experience  and  association  a  tremendous  bur- 
den of  extrinsic  and  subjective  values,  and  thus,  though  tattered 
and  maimed,  is  capable  of  rousing  the  most  violent  responses  in 
the  nature  of  admiration,  self-sacrifice,  and  sacredness.  A  symbol, 
then,  in  life  or  in  art,  is  a  nexus  of  values,  and  the  dramatist  who 
indulges  in  symbolism  is  attempting  to  indicate  a  series  of  mean- 
ings or  values  which  he  feels  that  he  could  not  express  satisfactorily 
or  compellingly  without  recourse  to  such  short  cuts  to  profound 
levels  of  feelings  and  emotions. 

There  is,  of  course,  a  very  wide  range  in  the  appeal  of  symbols. 
Some,  like  the  flag,  are  racial  and  national;  some,  like  a  wedding 
ring,  are  invested  with  strong  social  and  personal  values.  The  in- 
signia of  a  lodge  or  fraternity  vary  in  significance  and  validity  with 
the  allegiance  and  loyalty  of  the  individual  members  of  the  order. 
Religion,  which  is  forced  to  represent  abstract  or  subtle  theological 
concepts  in  tangible  forms,  is  peculiarly  rich  in  symbols;  the  cross^ 
the  altar,  and  the  sacraments  are  all  illustrations  of  the  tremen- 
dously compelling  power  of  symbols  to  evoke  profound  emotions 
and  ideas,  and  to  influence  thought  and  conduct.  In  the  face  of 
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almost  universally  accepted  symbols,  the  poet  or  dramatist  of  any 
distinction  is  likely  to  feel  himself  dissatisfied,  for  the  time-worn 
symbol  will  seem  to  him  too  stale  a  device  for  the  adumbration  of 
his  personal  set  of  values.  The  poetic  dramatist  feels  driven  to 
create  his  own  set  of  symbols  and  to  endow  them  with  the  sig- 
nificance that  he  has  attached  to  them  himself. 

The  appeals  of  symbolism  are  as  varied  as  the  appeals  of  ro- 
manticism. Symbolism  satisfies  the  craving  to  escape  from  the 
banal  and  the  mundane;  it  satisfies  the  desire  for  a  meaning  that 
may  not  be  apparent  in  a  strictly  objective  presentation  of  chaotic 
reality;  it  delights  the  person  who,  with  a  strong  ethical  or  moral 
bent,  feels  that  his  time  in  the  theater  has  been  wasted  if  he  can- 
not carry  away  an  ethical  or  philosophical  memory-gem  from  his 
evening's  entertainment.  It  delights  the  poetic  and  the  imaginative, 
since  it  is  a  stimulus  to  the  activity  of  the  connotative  aspect  of 
mentality.  At  its  best  and  at  its  worst,  it  stimulates  the  mind  and 
the  imagination  by  encouraging  the  quest  for  values  that  do  not 
lie  casually  on  the  surface  of  the  work  of  art.  Such  a  quest  is  justified 
if  it  does  not  go  too  boldly  beyond  the  meanings  that  the  poet  or 
dramatist  has  indubitably  indicated  or  suggested.  At  its  worst  the 
quest  of  values  becomes  a  sort  of  re-creation  of  the  work  of  art  by 
the  reader,  a  kind  of  creative  criticism  which  may  have  validity  for 
the  creator-critic,  but  which  can  have  little  or  no  validity  as  a 
critical  evaluation  of  the  actual  work  of  art  under  scrutiny. 

It  is  necessary  to  distinguish  between  the  dramatist  who  is 
veritably  symbolical  and  the  dramatist  who  uses  the  dramatic  form 
to  project,  either  specifically  or  vaguely,  a  "criticism  of  life,"  or  a 
comment  on  social  modes  and  practices.  The  distinction  can  be 
made  on  the  ground  of  the  presence  in  the  play,  or  absence  from  it, 
of  definite  objects  or  acts  that  embody  the  meanings  of  the  whole 
play  or  a  part  of  it.  The  social  drama,  the  problem  play,  might  seem 
at  first  thought  to  be  symbolical  in  nature  since  its  plot  and  char- 
acters not  only  have  the  values  of  the  specific  action  and  the  indi- 
vidual characters,  but  also  carry  the  weight  of  the  play's  critical 
comment  on  the  life  of  a  particular  period  or  social  class  or  on  Ufe 
as  a  whole.  But  such  a  play  is  symbolical  only  in  a  loose  sense,  since 
it  does  not  contain  acts  or  objects  or  images  which  convey  in  con- 
centrated form  the  values  the  playwright  is  engaged  in  com- 
municating. Thus,  Paula  Tanqueray  might  be  thought  to  be  a 
symbol  of  all  women  with  a  past,  but,  more  strictly  speaking,  she 
is  not  symbolic  in  the  sense  of  Hedda  Gabler's  fondness  for  play- 
ing with  pistols  or  her  favorite  phrase  about  "vine-leaves  in  his 
hair." 

Even  among  dramas  definitely  symbolical  in  nature,  the  amount 
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of  symbolism  varies  enormously.  In  most  dramas  of  this  sort,  the 
symbolism  is  usually  incidental  to  a  theme  treated  in  a  generally 
romantic  or  generally  realistic  manner.  As  we  have  already  sug- 
gested, dramatists  are  inclined  to  resort  to  symbolical  devices  in 
order  to  project  values  that  do  not  seem  to  emerge  with  sufficient 
distinctness  or  force  from  a  merely  realistic  representation  of  human 
existence.  Such  incidental  symbolism  may  be  so  elusive  as  to  have 
no  more  value  than  a  figure  of  speech  in  its  suggestion  of  an 
analogical  meaning;  on  the  other  hand,  it  may  be  so  essential  an 
element  in  the  structure  of  the  piece  that  it  usurps  the  position  of 
the  superficial  significance. 

In  the  work  of  Ibsen,  it  is  possible  to  observe  a  steadily  increasing 
incursion  of  symbolism  into  the  bourgeois  realistic  drama  of  his 
maturity.  In  A  Doll's  House,  the  talk  concerning  the  masquerade 
costume  and  the  tarantella  has  its  significance  in  the  prosaic  inter- 
pretation of  the  plot,  but  it  also  suggests  evocatively  the  deeper 
meanings  of  Nora's  situation  and  her  distress.  So,  the  slamming  of 
the  door  at  the  conclusion  of  the  drama  has  come  to  be  regarded, 
not  only  as  an  ejffective  termination  of  the  conflict  in  this  particular 
play,  but  as  a  striking  symbolic  representation  of  modern  woman's 
departure  on  the  road  to  economic  and  emotional  independence.  In 
The  Wild  Duck^,  Ibsen  was  not  content  merely  to  use  the  figure 
of  speech  of  the  wild  duck  to  suggest  to  the  imagination  the  ironic 
plight  of  the  Ekdal  family.  He  felt  it  necessary  actually  to  intro- 
duce a  wild  duck  as  an  important  element  in  the  development  of 
the  plot,  an  attempt  at  symbolic  representation  which  may  be  ad- 
mired for  its  boldness  rather  than  for  its  plausibility.  It  would  certainly 
seem  to  be  a  more  subtle  use  of  symbolism  to  eliminate  the  wounded 
duck  from  the  attic  and  to  emphasize  through  repetition  the  analogy 
suggested  by  it. 

In  Hedda  Gabler  and  Rosmersholm,  however,  the  symbolism  is 
kept  beautifully  under  control.  Despite  the  drabness  of  the  settings, 
the  dialogue,  and  the  action,  the  symbols  help  lift  these  plays  into 
the  realms  of  imaginative  tragedy.  But  in  The  Master  Builder, 
symbolism  of  the  most  complex  sort  so  overruns  the  play  that  it 
loses  any  coherent  surface  meaning,  and  in  the  meaning-mongering 
to  which  its  incessant  and  conflicting  symbolism  drives  us,  it  be- 
comes, as  F.  W.  Chandler  says,  a  sort  of  intellectual  blind  man's 
bluff. 

Another  play  in  which  the  incidental  symbolism  tends  to  cloud 
and  confuse  the  meaning  of  the  surface  drama  is  William  Butler 
Yeats'  Cathie  en  ni  Houlihan.  The  surface  action  of  the  play  has 
no  intelligible  meaning.  It  offers  no  explanation  as  to  why  the 
young  hero,  on  the  eve  of  his  marriage,  should  sever  his  ties  with 
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his  betrothed  and  his  family,  and  depart  at  the  call  of  a  mysterious 
wandering  old  woman.  It  is  only  when  we  realize  that  the  old 
woman  is  Ireland  herself  that  the  play  takes  on  any  plausible  mean- 
ing. Here,  as  in  The  Master  Builder,  the  superficial  meaning  of  the 
play  has  been  sacrificed  to  the  symbolic  meaning.  The  two  planes 
of  meaning  have  not  been  kept  distinct.  Instead,  one  plane  of  mean- 
ing is  deserted  for  the  other,  and  the  result,  from  the  point  of  view 
of  logic,  is  chaos.^ 

The  wholly  symbolic  play  is  the  play  written  with  the  two  planes 
of  meaning  kept  steadily  in  mind  and  with  no  confusion  of  the 
planes.  The  best  examples  of  the  wholly  symbolic  play  is  the  type 
of  medieval  drama  known  as  the  morality.  In  plays  like  The  Castle 
of  Perseverance,  Everyman,  or  Mankind,  the  characters  are  either 
personified  virtues  or  universalized  types.  In  other  words,  what  we 
are  witnessing  is  not  only  a  specific  figure,  named  Wit  or  Every- 
man or  Mankind,  undergoing  certain  experiences,  but  a  presenta- 
tion in  dramatic  form  of  an  abstract  idea,  such  as  the  conflict  be- 
tween the  virtues  and  vices  for  the  soul  of  man  or  the  difficulty  of 
the  mind's  attaining  to  wisdom.  In  the  more  steadily  abstract  moral- 
ity play,  the  awareness  of  the  two  planes  of  meaning  is  never  en- 
tirely lost.  It  is  interesting,  however,  to  note  that  even  in  the  moral- 
ity play,  some  authors  exhibited  a  tendency  to  treat  the  surface 
meaning  so  concretely  that  the  abstract  meaning  is  likely  to  be  lost 
sight  of.  For  instance,  in  the  vulgarized  morality,  Man\ind,  the 
lack  of  sympathy  with  the  virtues,  the  feebleness  with  which  they 
are  portrayed,  and  the  gusto  and  realism  of  the  depiction  of  the 
knaves  must  have  made  it  very  easy  for  an  inn-yard  audience  to 
forget  the  moral  lesson  in  their  delight  in  the  dramatic  presenta- 
tion of  specific  deviltries. 

It  is  indeed  difficult,  in  the  case  of  the  completely  symbolic  play 
as  in  the  case  of  the  incidentally  symbolic  play,  to  preserve  a 
proper  balance  between  the  surface  and  the  overhanging  meaning. 
So,  in  Maeterlinck's  symbolic  drama,  The  Blind,  the  underlying 
meaning  is  only  hinted  at,  not  made  directly  manifest,  and  in  his 
Seven  Princesses  the  surface  meaning  is  almost  nil  and  the  under- 
lying meaning  is  hinted  at  rather  than  made  manifest.  Maeter- 
linck's only  incidentally  symbolical  plays.  The  Intruder  and  Interior, 
are  vastly  more  successful  in  their  preservation  of  surface  plausibility 
and  in  their  suggestion  of  more  than  realistic  values. 

If  we  were  to  attempt  to  classify  the  themes  and  subjects  dear  to 
the  symbolical  dramatist,  we  should  find  that  the  themes  tend  to 

^  Yeats  managed  the  symbolism  more  adroitly  in  The  Land  of  Heart's  Desire,  which 
is  and  pretends  to  be  no  more  than  a  fairy-play  and  is  consequently  written  on  a 
single,  instead  of  a  duplex  plane  of  meaning. 
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be  those  to  which  in  the  course  of  experience  human  beings  have 
tended  to  attach  the  greatest  values.  So,  for  instance,  patriotism,  re- 
ligion, love,  and,  in  a  vaguer  field,  ethics  and  morality  furnish  the 
emotional-intellectual  groundwork  for  most  symbolic  dramas.  It  is 
almost  inevitable  that  this  should  be  the  case  since  the  artist  is 
likely  to  concern  himself  with  subjects  of  almost  universal  human 
interest,  because  he  himself  is  indubitably  human  and  sees  and 
feels  more  deeply  than  the  common  mortal  the  validity  or  unreality 
of  human  values.  The  values,  of  course,  the  genuinely  creative 
artist  will  re-interpret  in  accordance  with  his  own  individual  scheme 
of  meanings.  If  he  diverges  too  widely  from  themes  of  universal 
interest  and  significance,  if  his  own  symbolism  is  too  arbitrary 
and  too  individual,  he  runs  the  risk  of  becoming  not  merely  unin- 
telligible but  unimportant. 

The  dramatic  symbolist,  moreover,  is  handicapped  in  a  way  in 
which  the  poet  or  the  novelist  is  not.  His  drama  must  submit  it- 
self to  the  conditions  of  actual  presentation  in  the  theater,  and 
while  both  romanticism  and  realism  impose  their  special  obliga- 
tions on  the  producer,  the  symbolist  imposes  an  additional  and 
peculiar  burden.  He  requires  the  producer  to  create  not  merely  the 
world  of  romance  or  the  world  of  realism  but  a  double  world, 
one  part  of  which  may  be  sordid  or  picturesque  but  the  other  of 
which  is  inevitably  abstract.  So,  in  that  curious  blend  of  paint  and 
canvas,  light  and  human  beings,  which  is  stage-production,  sym- 
bolism is  likely  to  fare  badly.  As  in  play-writing,  so  in  production, 
the  world  of  appearance  is  likely  to  suffer  in  comparison  with  the 
world  of  inner  reality,  or  the  vision  of  the  world  of  inner  reality 
is  likely  to  be  lost  in  our  preoccupation  with  the  vividly  realized 
concrete  representation  of  surfaces.  Both  the  conditions  of  crea- 
tion and  the  conditions  of  production  tend  to  make  symbolism  a 
minor  though  a  baffling  and  intriguing  form. 

EXPRESSIONISM 

Though  the  mode  of  drama  to  which  German  critics  have  given 
the  name  expressionism  is  likely  to  prove  no  more  than  an  eddy 
in  the  current  of  dramatic  history,  it  perhaps  deserves  brief  analysis. 
The  movement  seems  to  have  arisen  as  a  kind  of  protest  against 
the  mutual  exclusiveness  of  romanticism  and  realism.  As  its  name 
suggests,  it  is  an  attempt  to  discover  a  technique  and  a  method 
which  will  express  what  the  dramatist  conceives  the  inner  reality 
of  his  drama  to  be,  more  perfectly  and  impressively  than  any  of  the 
older  dramatic  modes  were  capable  of  doing.  Viewed  broadly,  it  is 
another  illustration  of  the  tendency  in  the  contemporary  arts  to 
permit  or  encourage  a  mixture  of  genres  or  modes  distasteful  to 
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more  formal  periods  of  art  and  literature.  It  is  a  protest,  on  the  one 
hand,  against  the  sentimental  unrealities  of  romanticism  and,  on 
the  other,  against  the  tendency  of  realism  (or  naturalism)  to  con- 
tent itself  with  a  scrupulous  representation  of  the  surfaces  of  life, 
the  speech-habits,  milieux,  manners,  emotions,  and  ideas  of  one  or 
another  class  in  society.  To  the  expressionist,  romanticism  seems  to 
substitute  falsification  for  faithful  interpretation  of  human  experi- 
ence; realism  seems  to  miss  the  inner  psychological  realities  through 
its  preoccupation  with  the  accurate  reproduction  of  surfaces.  More 
narrowly,  expressionism  reveals  the  influence  on  the  drama  of  the 
contemporary  preoccupation  with  the  rich  and  complex,  conscious 
and  subconscious  experience  of  modern  personalities,  and  at  the 
same  time  it  betrays  the  impatience  of  dramatist  and  producer  with 
the  limitations  of  late  nineteenth-century  naturalistic  staging,  and 
an  eagerness  to  exploit  to  the  full  the  tremendous  resources  of 
modern  theatrical  mechanics  and  lighting,  and  to  project  through 
vigorously  imaginative  means  the  philosophical  or  psychical  con- 
cepts of  an  experimental  drama. 

Expressionism  encourages  the  freest  possible  handling  of  styles 
or  tones  or  technical  means.  In  the  same  play  we  are  likely  to  find 
sudden  and  sometimes  inexplicable  shifts  from  verse  to  prose,  from 
objective  realism  to  highly  subjective  monologue,  from  conven- 
tional realistic  dialogue  to  monosyllabic  or  telegraphic  utterance. 
Since  the  emphasis  is  on  the  essential  experiences  of  individuals  or 
masses,  there  is  in  expressionistic  drama  a  tendency  to  simplify 
plot,  to  minimize  objective  action,  lest  attention  be  diverted  from 
the  major  issues.  In  Elmer  Rice's  The  Adding  Machine  or  Eugene 
O'Neill's  The  Hairy  Ape,  the  actual  sequence  of  occurrences  is  de- 
void of  what  we  have  called  complication.  Moreover,  the  effect  of 
consecutive  action  is  minimized  by  the  representation  of  the  high 
points  of  the  plot  in  abrupt  scenes  which  seem  adaptations  of  the 
technique  of  the  modern  moving  picture.  In  Andreyev's  The  Life 
of  Man,  which  may  be  regarded  as  a  kind  of  precursor  of  expres- 
sionism, the  schematization  of  an  average  man's  career  has  an  essen- 
tial simplicity  which  the  elaborateness  of  the  detailed  treatment 
tends  to  conceal,  and  in  Georg  Kaiser's  expressionistic  trilogy.  Gas, 
there  is  little  actual  complication  but,  instead,  a  heightening  of  the 
rather  simple  situation  through  mass-effects  and  adroit  tricks  of 
lighting  and  crowd-movement.  To  emphasize  the  general  sig- 
nificance of  the  themes  developed,  characters  are  likely  to  be  repre- 
sented as  types  in  order  to  minimize  individuality  and  to  em- 
phasize typicality.  The  conviction  that  the  machine  age  has  ironed 
out  individual  differences  undoubtedly  accounts  for  the  representa- 
tion of  character  in  the  simplest  and  most  abstract  terms.  Some- 
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times,  as  in  The  Adding  Machine,  subordinate  characters  do  not 
have  names  but  numbers;  again,  the  unreality  o£  characters  is  sug- 
gested, as  in  The  Hairy  Ape,  by  their  wearing  masks  and  jittering 
in  doll-Hke  or  puppet-hke  movements.  In  Kaiser's  From  Morn  to 
Midnight  the  profoundly  conventional  nature  of  some  of  the  char- 
acters is  indicated  by  their  repetition  of  the  most  banal  sentiments 
or  observations,  a  kind  of  meaningless  reiteration  of  the  completely 
hackneyed.  Expressionistic  dialogue  approaches,  especially  in  the 
hands  of  Georg  Kaiser,  a  sort  of  telegraphic  tone  and  style,  ap- 
parently intended  to  give  the  impression  that  everything  except 
the  absolute  essentials  of  human  speech  has  been  pared  away.  The 
sentence  disappears,  and  phrases  or  iterated  words  serve  for  com- 
munication. There  has  been,  likewise,  a  reemergence  of  the 
monologue,  which  is  obviously  of  great  assistance  in  projecting  sub- 
conscious or  semi-conscious  material,  but  the  expressionistic  mono- 
logue is  more  broken,  incoherent,  and  illogical  than  the  traditional 
monologue. 

But  it  is  perhaps  on  the  element  of  setting  that  expressionism  has 
had  the  strongest  influence.  Here,  too,  there  is  a  tendency  to 
minimize  setting  until  it  shall  indicate  only  the  absolute  essentials 
of  form  and  feature.  A  room  may  be  indicated  by  a  chair  or  two, 
a  hippodrome  by  the  corner  of  the  judges'  stand.  The  strain  that 
the  rapid  succession  of  scenes  imposes  upon  even  the  complex 
mechanisms  of  continental  stages  explains  a  part  of  this  simplifica- 
tion, but,  at  least  from  the  playwright's  point  of  view,  such 
simplification  would  seem  to  be  an  attempt  by  omission  to  stress 
the  essential,  or  to  give  the  play  the  atmosphere  of  abstraction.  In 
addition,  the  desire  of  the  expressionistic  playwright  to  objectify  as 
tellingly  as  possible  complex  psychological  states,  particularly  of  an 
abnormal  sort,  has  driven  him  to  utilize  stage-devices,  akin  in  their 
super-rationality  to  the  devices  of  romantic  staging,  but  dependent 
on  the  elaborate  mechanical  resources  of  the  modern  theater  for 
realization.  For  instance,  various  mechanisms  for  projecting  whirl- 
ing figures  or  forms  on  screens  have  been  utilized  in  Rice's  The 
Adding  Machine  and  Kaiser's  From  Morn  to  Midnight  to  indicate 
the  distorted  mental  processes  of  characters  suffering  great  mental 
confusion  and  distress. 

The  best  that  can  be  said  for  expressionism  is  that  it  has  helped 
to  break  down  the  rather  artificial  boundaries  between  dramatic 
types  and  genres.  It  has  encouraged  experimentation,  not  so  much 
with  material  as  with  form.  It  has  freed  the  dramatist  from  the 
rather  hampering  limitations  of  pure  romanticism  or  pure  realism. 
But  much  of  the  experimentation  has  been  thoroughly  unsuccessful. 
In  Germany,  where  expressionism  has  flourished  most  vigorously. 
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most  of  the  plays  written  under  its  influence  are  no  longer  interest- 
ing except  as  dramatic  curiosities. 

In  general,  it  may  probably  be  said  with  justice  that  while  ex- 
pressionistic  drama  has  furnished  some  admirable  and  powerful 
technical  effects,  the  expressionistic  dramatists  have  not  found  ma- 
terial fresh  or  significant  enough  to  justify  their  experimentation 
with  strange  or  grotesque  forms.  Usually  the  ideas  which  these 
dramatists  attempt  to  convey  expressionistically  have  already  been 
treated  effectively  in  the  older  recognized  forms.  Along  with  other 
evidences  of  simplification,  the  intellectual  content  of  the  expres- 
sionistic drama  is  often  simplified  to  such  an  extent  as  hardly  to 
justify  the  elaboration  of  the  technical  means  of  projection.  Fur- 
thermore, the  minimization  of  the  elements  of  characterization  and 
plot  narrows  the  appeal  of  the  expressionistic  drama  not  only  for 
the  ordinary  theater-goer  but  for  the  serious  student  of  the  drama 
and  the  theater. 


PART  III 
DRAMATIC  TECHNIQUE 


CHAPTER  XI 
SUBSTANCE  AND  FORM 

Every  work  of  art  has  two  indispensable  elements:  substance  and 
form.  Although  certain  aestheticians  contend  that  these  elements  are, 
in  any  individual  work  of  art,  inseparable,  it  is  possible  theoretically 
to  distinguish  between  them,  and  to  evaluate  them  separately.  Cer- 
tainly, it  is  reasonable  to  maintain  that  Shakespeare's  Antony  and 
Cleopatra  and  Dryden's  All  for  Love  dramatize  the  same  subject, 
despite  the  significant  differences  in  their  forms,  just  as  Euripides' 
Hippolytus  and  Racine's  Phedre  both  present,  with  whatever  note- 
worthy distinctions,  the  story  of  the  guilty  love  of  Phaedra  for  her 
stepson  Hippolytus. 

The  link  between  subject  and  form  is  technique.  That  is  to  say, 
technique  is  the  art  and  craft  by  which  substance  is  given  a  certain 
form.  Since  a  literary  work  is  a  work  of  art,  whatever  its  perfection 
or  mediocrity,  it  is  therefore  a  piece  of  craftsmanship,  and  the 
craftsmanship  is  technique. 

Technique  is  the  whole  body  of  means  and  devices  to  which  a 
writer  has  recourse  in  order  to  objectify  his  subject  in  the  form  of  a 
work  of  art.  Certain  elements  in  dramatic  technique  are  universal; 
they  are  means  and  devices  common  to  playwrights  of  all  ages. 
The  technique  of  representing  action  through  characters  by  panto- 
mime or  by  speech  is  the  very  essence  of  the  drama,  and  in  the 
main  the  basic  technical  resources  of  the  playwright  have  not  in- 
creased tremendously  since  the  dawn  of  dramatic  art.  But  there  are 
also  elements  of  technique  that  are  not  universal  but  local — means 
and  devices  originated  by  a  particular  age  or  culture  and  broadly 
characteristic  of  all  or  most  of  the  playwrights  influenced  by  that 
culture.  Certain  playwrights,  moreover,  have  originated  bits  of 
technique  which  may  be  called  individual.  But  the  drama  is  so 
imitative  an  art  that,  even  when  we  can  distinguish  the  originator 
of  a  particular  technical  device,  we  usually  find  that  it  has  been 
adopted  widely  by  the  contemporaries  and  successors  of  the 
originator. 

It  is  extraordinarily  easy  for  the  modern  student  of  the  drama 
to  exaggerate  the  importance  of  the  study  of  technique,  since  there 
has  probably  never  been  a  period  in  the  history  of  the  drama 
when  so  much  attention  has  been  given  to  it.  Such  an  over-emphasis 
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on  the  study  of  technique  has  the  unfortunate  effect  of  encouraging 
in  the  student  of  the  drama  (whether  as  spectator  or  playwright) 
the  conviction  that  technique  is  the  most  important  element  in  the 
drama,  and  that  he  need  give  little  or  no  attention  to  any  other 
element.  The  fallacy  in  this  conviction  is  the  elementary  one  of 
confusing  means  and  ends.  The  technique  by  which  the  playwright 
achieves  his  end,  the  satisfying  and  impressive  treatment  of  his  sub- 
ject, is  of  the  very  greatest  interest,  but  that  interest  is  only  inci- 
dental to  the  nature  of  the  effect  that  he  has  created,  and  the  values, 
implicit  or  explicit,  in  that  effect.  To  exalt  technique  above  all  the 
other  elements  that  contribute  to  our  pleasure  or  illumination  is  to 
confuse  technical  with  veritably  aesthetic  considerations. 

The  study  of  technique,  to  be  sure,  has  its  values:  it  can  reveal 
to  us,  sometimes  in  amazing  detail,  the  way  in  which  a  playwright 
secured  a  particular  or  a  total  effect;  it  may  serve  as  an  highly  im- 
portant guide  in  rationalizing  the  spectator's  judgment  of  the 
work  with  which  he  is  confronted;  but  the  study  of  technique 
should  not  be  permitted  to  usurp  the  place  of  a  broadly  esthetic 
consideration  of  the  art  of  the  drama.  Of  distinctly  greater  im- 
portance than  a  study  of  the  technique  of  a  play  is  the  consideration 
of  its  subject,  the  form  that  it  has  achieved  through  the  use  of  a 
particular  technique,  and  the  values  that  arise  from  the  happy 
union  of  subject  and  form. 

The  Choice  of  a  Subject 

Logically,  it  is  true  that  the  playwright  is  perfectly  free  to  choose 
and  to  treat  any  subject  he  chooses  in  dramatic  form;  practically, 
it  is  to  be  observed  that  there  are  both  moral  and  aesthetic  limita- 
tions on  the  subjects  available  for  dramatic  treatment.  Of  these 
limitations,  the  moral  are  of  far  less  consequence  than  the  aesthetic, 
though  historically,  the  former  must  be  taken  into  consideration. 
Most  students  of  the  history  of  the  drama  and  most  serious  play- 
goers have  come  to  believe  in  the  desirability  of  the  complete  free- 
dom of  the  playwright  to  choose  his  subject  without  the  censor- 
ship of  contemporary  moraUty.  But  this  belief  in  the  desirability  of 
complete  freedom  of  choice  in  dramatic  material  is  but  a  part  of 
the  hard-won  battle  for  intellectual  and  moral  toleration,  and  it 
would  be  absurd  to  insist  that  the  battle  is  yet  over.  Especially  in  a 
definitely  socialized  art  like  the  drama,  prejudice,  fear,  ignorance, 
and  prudishness  are  likely  at  any  moment  to  interfere  with  at  least 
the  performance  of  a  drama  that  affronts  some  vocal  section  of  the 
community.  In  European  countries,  such  censorship,  whether  formal 
or  informal,  is  likely  to  find  its  source  in  hostility  to  certain  po- 
litical or  economic  ideas.  At  the  moment,  dramas  applauding  the 
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virtues  of  the  bourgeoisie  fail  to  reach  audiences  in  Soviet  Russia; 
in  Italy  under  Mussolini,  democratic  and  libertarian  literature  is 
sharply  repressed.  In  countries  in  which  the  Catholic  Church  is 
powerful,  censorship  is  likely  to  be  of  a  theological  or  moralistic 
nature.  In  Anglo-Saxon  countries,  suffering  from  the  unenlightened 
impulses  of  a  degenerate  Puritan  tradition,  the  censorship  is  almost 
inevitably  on  the  ground  of  sexual  morality.^ 

But,  despite  these  irrational  sporadic  efforts  to  censor  drama  on 
political  or  moral  grounds,  most  serious  aestheticians  are  fully 
convinced  that  no  moral  censorship  should  be  inflicted  upon  the 
serious  dramatist.  All  that  the  contemporary  student  feels  justified 
in  insisting  on  is  that  the  theme,  whatever  it  is,  should  be  treated 
seriously.  This  demand  for  seriousness  is  not  to  be  identified  with 
an  insistence  that  all  themes  should  be  treated  tragically.  It  is  simply 
the  demand  that  a  theme,  whether  given  tragic,  comic,  or  tragicomic 
treatment,  should  not  have  a  merely  sensual  or  prurient  appeal.  For 
the  open-minded  student,  the  problem  of  discrimination  between 
the  merely  prurient  and  the  serious  treatment  is  not  a  difficult  one 
to  make,  and  unless  he  allows  himself  and  the  playwright  a  free- 
dom as  unlimited  as  that  we  have  suggested,  he  will  find  himself 
in  a  position  that  is  aesthetically  untenable. 

It  is  an  insufficiently  recognized  fact  that  many  of  the  greatest 
tragedies  have  dealt  with  subjects  that  are  traditionally  repellent 
to  normal  people.  The  most  notable  instance  is  perhaps  CEdipus  Rex. 
This  is,  of  course,  one  of  the  most  horrible  stories  ever  dramatized, 
and  yet  the  treatment  given  the  theme  by  Sophocles  is  so  serious,  so 
powerful  that  there  has  never  been  any  question  as  to  the  moral 
acceptability  of  the  play.  Perhaps,  some  light  on  the  general  ac- 
ceptance of  such  themes  in  the  serious  drama  is  thrown  by  the 
psycho-analytical  theory  that  one  of  the  values  of  dramas  that  pre- 
sent anti-social  emotions  is  that  the  drama  objectifies  similar  uncon- 
scious elements  in  the  minds  of  the  audience,  cleanses  the  bosom 
of  its  perilous  stuff,  or  acts,  in  Aristotle's  metaphor,  as  a  cathartic. 

A  similar  case  may  be  made  out  for  comedies  that  contain  gross 
or  morally  shocking  elements.  The  representation  of  such  elements 
on  the  stage,  from  Aristophanes  to  the  current  Palais  Royal  farce, 
may  be  said  to  have  its  justification  in  its  objectifying  of  the 
sensual  or  anti-social  impulses  of  the  audience.  The  mechanism  of 
identification  makes  it  possible  for  the  audience  to  appreciate  and 
enjoy,  at  almost  the  same  moment,  the  plight  or  pleasure  of  lover 

1  Examples  of  Puritanic  censorship  are  the  enforced  withdrawal  of  Bourdet's  The 
Captive  in  New  York,  and  the  prohibition  of  performances  of  O'Neill's  Strange 
Interlude  in  Boston.  An  example  of  political  censorship  is  the  banning  (1932)  of  the 
Russian  film,  Ten  Days  that  Shoof{  the  World,  by  the  chief  of  police  of  Provincetown, 
Massachusetts,  a  summer  colony  notorious  for  its  Greenwich  Village  morality. 
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and  mistress,  of  deceiving  wife  or  deceived  husband.  Moreover, 
since  the  audience  never  quite  loses  consciousness  of  the  abyss 
between  Hfe  and  drama,  it  is  possible  for  it  to  "enjoy"  situations  in 
drama  which  it  would  be  immoral  to  enjoy  or  condone  in  real  life. 

But,  as  we  have  said,  the  aesthetic  limitations  upon  the  playwright's 
choice  of  a  subject  are  of  much  greater  significance  than  the  moral 
limitations.  For  it  is  his  painful,  if  fascinating  task,  to  give  appro- 
priate form  to  the  subject  that  he  has  chosen,  and,  in  consequence, 
awareness  of  the  limitations  of  the  form  will  enter  into  the  prob- 
lem of  his  choice  of  a  subject. 

It  is  obvious,  for  instance,  that  the  form  of  the  novel  (however 
staid  or  experimental)  and  the  form  of  the  drama  impose  different 
limitations  upon  the  artist's  choice  of  a  subject.  It  is  unquestion- 
able that  certain  subjects  lend  themselves  to  more  effective  treat- 
ment in  the  novelistic  than  ia  the  dramatic  form.  For  instance,  a 
subject  involving  a  prolonged  process  of  development  or  deteriora- 
tion of  character  is  better  suited  to  the  leisureliness  of  the  novel 
than  to  the  compression  of  the  drama.  It  is  possible  to  represent  on 
the  stage  the  changes  that  a  long  period  of  time  brings  to  the  bodies 
and  characters  of  a  group  of  persons,  but,  except  in  very  loosely 
constructed  dramas,  such  a  representation  is  not  likely  to  be  very 
convincing.  There  are  also  spatial  elements  involved  in  some  sub- 
jects that  discourage  their  treatment  in  dramatic  form.  The  Eliza- 
bethan stage,  to  be  sure,  took  its  geographical  obligations  lightly, 
but  both  the  classical  and  the  modern  theater  fail  to  give  the  play- 
wright an  inexhaustible  range  of  scenes  and  climes.  Furthermore, 
a  theme  involving  a  meticulous  and  microscopic  representation  of 
milieu  is,  in  the  main,  better  suited  to  treatment  in  the  novel  than 
in  the  drama  since  the  limits  on  the  kind  and  the  amount  of  detail 
that  can  be  communicated  by  means  of  setting  in  the  theater  are 
very  strict. 

Yet,  despite  the  fact  that  there  may  be  moral  and  that  there  are 
inevitable  aesthetic  Umitations  on  the  playwright's  choice  of  a  sub- 
ject, the  amazing  resourcefulness  of  dramatists  and  their  skill  in 
overcoming  apparently  insuperable  obstacles  has  brought  it  about 
that  no  important  subject,  no  important  human  experience  or  emo- 
tion has  been  denied  treatment  on  the  stage,  from  the  most  violent 
of  external  events,  the  rise  and  fall  of  nations  and  dynasties,  the 
world  adventures  of  a  picaresque  hero,  to  the  quietest  of  analytical 
or  psychological  dramas. 

The  Statement  of  the  Theme 

In  the  transformation  of  a  dimly  seen  and  diffusely  imagined 
subject  into  a  complete  and  integrated  drama,  an  almost  inevitable 
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preliminary  step  is  the  focusing  of  the  subject  in  the  theme.  The 
theme  is  the  idea  that  gives  the  drama  unity,  that  furnishes  the 
dramatist's  controHing  purpose,  that  determines  for  him  what  is 
relevant  and  what  is  irrelevant  to  his  purpose.  The  playwright  is 
perfectly  free  to  decide  whether  his  statement  of  the  theme  to  the 
audience  shall  be  explicit  or  implicit  but,  unless  he  is  able  to  con- 
ceive of  his  subject  as  a  theme,  he  will  run  the  risk  of  violating 
that  impression  of  unity  of  subject,  which  is,  when  all  is  said  and 
done,  of  infinitely  greater  importance  to  the  success  of  his  work  than 
unity  of  time,  place,  or  action. 

From  the  point  of  view  of  the  audience,  however,  there  is  a  cer- 
tain risk  in  the  dramatist's  making  the  statement  of  the  theme  too 
explicit,  the  risk  of  obviousness  and  over-simplification.  Writers  of 
social  drama,  dramatists  with  a  passion  for  reform,  are  particularly 
likely  to  err  in  this  direction.  If  they  are  veritably  serious,  if  they 
are  persuaded  of  the  importance  of  what  they  have  to  preach,  it  is 
natural  that  they  should  feel  that  the  theme  cannot  be  stated  too 
explicitly,  too  emphatically.  But  though  a  round  and  telling  enun- 
ciation of  the  theme  may,  at  first  encounter,  strike  the  audience  a 
body-blow,  the  play  with  a  directly  stated  message  is  likely,  upon 
further  acquaintance,  to  seem  to  be  a  Sunday-school  fable  rather 
than  either  representation  or  transmutation  of  life.  If  the  playwright 
concerns  himself  with  his  message  too  exclusively,  the  play  is  likely 
to  seem  an  over-simplification  of  life,  or,  at  the  worst,  the  reduction 
of  life  to  an  almost  geometrical  demonstration  of  a  formula.  Such 
is  the  case  with  many  of  the  plays  of  Paul  Hervieu,  notably  The 
Torch-Race,  and  Know  Thyself,  plays  which,  despite  their  enviable 
clarity  and  force,  represent  characters  and  conduct  not  in  complexity 
but  in  specious  though  logical  simplicity. 

If  we  turn  to  dramas  which  have  interested  and  attracted  audi- 
ences for  centuries,  we  shall  find  that  it  is  not  often  very  easy  to 
state  the  theme  satisfactorily  in  perfectly  simple  language.  To  be 
sure,  the  lines 

Vaulting  ambition  which  o'erleaps  itself 
And  falls  on  the  other.  . 

might  be  judged  to  be  a  sufficiently  explicit  statement  of  the  theme 
of  Macbeth,  but  the  theme  of  neither  Hamlet  nor  Antony  and 
Cleopatra  can  be  stated  simply,  without  falsification.  To  designate 
the  theme  of  Hamlet  as  the  revenge  of  Hamlet  is  to  disregard  most 
of  the  elements  that  make  the  play  not  merely  a  revenge  tragedy, 
but  one  of  the  most  complex  dramas  of  all  time.  What  Shakespeare 
would  seem  to  be  doing  is  to  attempt  to  dramatize  the  whole  of 
Hamlet's  relationship  to  life,  and  not  merely  a  single  facet  of  it. 
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And  in  Lear  and  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  a  critic  would  be  rash  who 
insisted  that  one  motif  rather  than  another  is  the  major  one;  these 
plays  are  dramatic  symphonies  rather  than  dramatic  ballads.  Dry- 
den's  title  for  his  dramatization  of  the  story  of  Antony  and  Cleo- 
patra, All  for  Love,  or  the  World  Well  Lost,  is  a  sufficiently  clear 
statement  of  his  theme;  it  is  also  a  clue  to  the  impression  of  tidy 
simplicity  that  distinguishes  his  play  from  the  lavish  complexities 
of  Shakespeare's. 

The  Choice  of  a  Form 

Whether  the  playwright  indicates  his  theme  implicitly  or  ex- 
plicitly, he  must  decide  which  of  a  variety  of  dramatic  forms  he 
shall  use,  in  order  to  give  the  most  telling  and  appropriate  ex- 
pression to  his  subject.  In  early  periods  in  the  history  of  the  drama, 
the  decision  seems  to  have  been  made  for  him.  At  least,  in  appear- 
ance, the  writer  of  Greek  tragedy  had  no  choice;  the  form  was 
given,  and,  if  there  was  no  reason  why  he  should  not  modify  that 
form  or  invent  one  of  his  own,  convention  and  tradition  were 
against  him,  and  consequently  his  task  was,  not  that  of  deciding 
which  of  a  variety  of  forms  he  should  choose,  but  how  most 
effectively  he  could  pour  his  subject  into  the  mould  set  by  tradition 
and  convention.  To  be  sure,  even  in  this  rather  inflexible  form,  a 
rebellious  playwright  like  Euripides  was  able  to  make  considerable 
modifications. 

Since  the  period  of  the  English  Renaissance,  which  witnessed  the 
development  of  a  technique  that  usually  violated  the  unities  of  time, 
place,  and  action,  writers  of  tragedy  have  had  at  least  two  major 
forms  from  which  to  choose.  But,  again,  unless  one  was  a  particu- 
larly vigorous  individual,  like  Ben  Jonson  for  example,  he  was 
likely  to  follow  the  mode  prevalent  at  the  moment.  The  power  of 
such  an  accepted  and  admired  mode  is  apparent  in  the  history  of 
French  tragedy  during  most  of  the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth 
centuries.  The  domination  of  French  classicism,  which  was  far 
more  restrictive  than  Greek  classicism,  was  so  complete  that  no 
major  dramatist  had  the  courage  to  depart  very  widely  from  the 
form  given  him  by  the  taste  and  judgment  of  the  age. 

The  evolution  of  modern  tragedy  has,  in  turn,  offered  the  play- 
wright a  form  which  is  a  kind  of  compromise  between  the  classical 
and  the  Elizabethan  forms  of  tragedy.  On  the  one  hand,  although 
modern  tragedy  does  not  always  or  even  frequently  adhere  exactly 
to  the  three  unities,  it  tends  to  limit  the  number  of  distinct 
milieux  to  no  more  than  three  or  four;  it  is  likewise  built  up  into  a 
series  of  acts  that  resemble  the  episodes  of  classical  tragedy  more 
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closely  than  the  scattered  scenes  of  Elizabethan  tragedy.  Moreover 
while  modern  tragedy  does  not  limit  itself  to  the  paucity  of  per- 
sonages characteristic  of  classical  tragedy,  it  eschews  the  multiplicity 
of  supernumeraries  encountered  in  Elizabethan  drama.  Modern 
tragedy,  then,  tends  to  be  a  freer  form  than  the  classical,  a  stricter 
form  than  the  Elizabethan. 

The  Choice  of  a  Mode 

But  the  major  difference  between  modern  and  earlier  forms  of 
tragedy  is  a  difference  in  tone,  arising  from  the  dramatic  modes, 
classical,  romantic,  and  realistic.  Of  almost  equal  importance  as  the 
dramatic  form  into  which  the  playwright  moulds  his  subject  is  the 
feeling-tone  with  which  he  attempts  to  invest  his  treatment  of  the 
subject.  This  tone,  to  be  sure,  is  in  some  respects  closely  related  to 
the  form  which  he  chooses,  but  it  is  also  dependent  in  part  upon  the 
playwright's  personal  response  to  the  subject,  in  part  upon  the  taste 
of  the  time,  and  in  part  upon  that  view  of  life  held  by  the  dramatist, 
which  is  sometimes  implicit,  sometimes  explicit,  in  his  rendition  of 
the  theme.  It  is  obvious  that  the  same  material  for  drama,  the  same 
plot,  may  be  regarded  romantically  or  cynically,  tragically  or  com- 
ically, seriously  or  trivially.  The  same  theme  may  be  used  to  illus- 
trate, through  one  treatment,  the  capacity  for  heroism  and  beauty 
in  human  nature,  and  in  another  treatment,  the  capacity  for  evil 
and  ugliness. 

Any  great  storehouse  of  legend  will  furnish  familiar  instances  of 
the  varieties  of  effect  that  can  be  wrought  out  of  the  same  basic 
material.  The  materials  furnished  by  classical  antiquity,  for  in- 
stance, have  been  seen  differently  by  every  successive  creative  age. 
Every  genuine  movement  in  creative  art  involves  a  re-valuation  of 
some  or  all  of  the  significant  bodies  of  material  furnished  by  the 
past.  Thus  the  material  of  classical  antiquity  has  been  submitted 
to  authentically  classical  treatment  by  the  ancients  themselves,  to 
realistic  treatment  in  Chaucer's  Troilus  and  Criseyde  and  Jonson's 
Sejanus  and  Catiline,  to  cynical  treatment  in  Shakespeare's  Troilus 
and  Cressida,  to  neo-classical  treatment  by  Racine,  Corneille,  and 
Voltaire,  and  to  romantic  treatment  by  Goethe  and  Keats.  The  pos- 
sibilities are  tremendous,  and  the  playwright,  especially  the  modern 
playwright,  must  be  as  fastidious  in  his  decision  as  to  the  tone  with 
which  he  invests  his  subject  as  he  is  in  the  selection  of  the  form 
most  appropriate  to  his  subject-matter. 

We  have  discussed  the  major  dramatic  forms — tragedy,  comedy, 
melodrama,  and  farce.  We  have  sketched  the  chief  periods  in  the 
history  of  the  drama.  We  have  attempted  to  distinguish  the  char- 
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acteristics  and  values  of  the  modes  of  drama — classical,  romantic, 
realistic,  sentimental,  symbolic,  and  expressionistic.  In  the  following 
pages,  we  shall  attempt  a  consideration  of  the  problems  of  tech- 
nique— plot,  characterization,  dialogue,  and  setting. 


CHAPTER  XII 
PLOT 

Plot  is  that  element  in  the  technique  of  the  drama  which  imparts 
form  to  the  action  represented.  It  is,  therefore,  imperative  that  we 
consider  the  major  problems  that  confront  the  dramatist  in  his 
attempt  to  shape  his  material  into  that  form  that  we  call  plot. 

The  distinction  between  plotless  and  plotted  narrative  is  really 
a  simple  one.  In  the  plotless  narrative,  events  are  related  to  each 
other  only  through  the  fact  of  their  occurrence  in  consecutive  time. 
The  formula  for  plotless  narrative  is — this  happened,  and  then 
something  else  happened,  and  then  something  else  happened,  and 
so  on.  The  plotted  narrative  is  one  in  which  a  number  of  events 
occur,  not  only  in  temporal  but  in  logical  sequence.  The  formula 
for  plotted  narrative  is  thus — this  event  occurred,  and,  therefore, 
this  event  occurred,  and  therefore  this  event  occurred.  It  should  not 
be  inferred  that  the  plotless  narrative  is  incapable  of  arousing  in- 
terest, but  the  interest  that  such  a  narrative  can  arouse  is  different 
from  that  stimulated  by  narrative  with  plot.  The  interest  aroused 
by  narrative-without-plot  is  an  interest  in  separate  events;  if  these 
events  involve  the  same  character,  as  in  the  picaresque  novel,  there 
may  be  a  certain  cumulation  of  interest,  although  the  omission  of 
any  one  of  the  events  would  hardly  be  noticed.  The  problem  faced 
by  the  writer  of  narrative-without-plot  is,  then,  to  arouse  the  read- 
er's attention  as  much  as  possible  in  each  event.  In  a  sense,  he  must 
make  a  fresh  start  with  each  successive  event,  and  he  cannot  count 
very  heavily  on  the  interest  already  aroused  by  the  initiation,  but 
already  allayed  by  the  conclusion,  of  a  particular  incident.  The 
problem  of  the  writer  of  narrative-with-plot,  whether  or  not  he  uses 
the  dramatic  form,  is  primarily  that  of  logical  construction.^  He 
must  shape  and  modify  the  raw  material  of  his  story  until  it  exhibits 
a  logical  sequence  of  relationships  between  events  A,  B,  C,  and  D. 
Not  only  must  he  interest  his  audience  in  the  separate  events,  but 
he  must  relate  each  of  the  events  to  the  preceding  and  following 

1  It  should  perhaps  be  said  that  the  logic  in  question  is  not  the  logic  of  abstract 
thought  but  the  logic  of  human  psychology.  Logical  action  is  motivated  consecutive 
conduct.  The  nature  of  the  motivation  in  a  particular  play  will  depend  ultimately  on 
the  conception  of  human  nature  entertained  by  the  author  as  that  conception  is  modific** 
by  the  conception  of  human  nature  common  to  the  age  in  which  he  lives. 
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events  so  that  we  shall  regard  the  plot-structure,  when  finally  re- 
vealed in  its  entirety,  as  plausible  and  logical.  But  despite  his  heavier 
burden,  he  has  an  advantage  over  the  writer  of  narrative-without- 
plot.  For  once  interest  is  aroused  in  a  logical  sequence  of  events, 
that  interest  tends  to  become  cumulative;  the  dramatist  can  count 
on  a  more  or  less  steady  rise  of  interest  as  the  play  moves  to  its 
crises,  climax,  and  solution.  In  other  words,  in  narrative-with-plot, 
interest  takes  on  the  added  intensity  of  suspense,  and  the  task  of 
the  dramatist,  even  more  conspicuously  than  that  of  the  novelist,  is 
to  arouse  interest,  to  intensify  suspense,  and  to  sustain  suspense  until 
he  is  ready  to  allay  it. 

Plot  may  be  said  to  be  of  more  importance  to  the  drama  than  to 
any  of  the  other  literary  forms  since  drama  is,  as  we  have  said, 
basically  and  fundamentally,  the  representation  of  action.  And 
although  Aristotle's  dictum,  that  of  the  two  elements,  character  and 
plot,  plot  is  the  one  indispensable  to  drama,  may  seem  at  first  sight 
untenable,  a  little  consideration  will  persuade  the  objector  that  a 
drama  without  character  is  possible,  but  that  a  drama  without  action 
is  impossible. 

And  the  great  sesthetician  was  equally  sound,  though  more  ob- 
vious, in  his  assertion  that  a  play  must  have  a  beginning,  a  middle, 
and  an  end.  At  first  thought,  this  dictum  seems  too  obvious  to  de- 
serve utterance,  but  unquestionably  Aristotle  was  using  these  fa- 
miliar terms  with  certain  technical  implications.  Though  every 
piece  of  narrative  must  start  somewhere,  go  on,  and  ultimately  stop, 
in  a  sense,  narrative-without-plot  may  start  anywhere,  may  or  may 
not  go  on,  and  may  stop  whenever  writer  or  audience  is  weary.  But 
a  play,  the  representation  of  a  logical  sequence  of  events,  must  ob- 
viously begin  at  some  point  in  the  logical  sequence.  It  must  then 
follow  out  the  consequences  arising  from  the  initial  action  without 
omitting  any  action  of  vital  importance  to  the  sequence.  And  it  must 
not  stop  without  at  least  indicating  the  terminal  consequences  of 
the  sequence  of  events  initiated  by  the  first  events  in  the  series.  In  a 
very  real  sense  then,  the  problem  of  the  beginning,  the  middle,  and 
the  end  is  an  unavoidable  one  for  the  playwright. 

The  initial  technical  problem  of  the  playwright  is  that  of  decid- 
ing at  what  point  his  play  should  begin.  Having  arranged  the  events 
of  his  play  in  logical  sequence,  he  must  decide  with  what  event 
the  play  should  open.  It  might  be  thought  that  the  reasonable  play- 
wright would  begin  his  play  with  the  first  event  in  his  logical  se- 
quence of  events,  and  it  is  true  that  a  great  many  plays  have  such 
beginnings.  But  whether  or  not  the  playwright  opens  his  play  with 
a  dramatization  of  the  initial  event  in  the  logical  sequence  of  his 
plot  will  depend  not  merely  on  his  own  taste  and  judgment,  but  on 
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the  technical  conventions  of  his  contemporaries,  which  in  turn  de- 
pend, in  the  long  run,  upon  the  type  o£  theater  available  for  the 
production  of  plays.  For  instance,  the  problem  of  beginning  a  Greek 
tragedy  is  an  utterly  different  (and  infinitely  more  difficult)  one 
from  that  of  beginning  an  Elizabethan  tragedy,  because  the  con- 
ventions of  the  tragic  form  of  these  periods  vary  widely,  and  be- 
cause the  Greek  theater  was,  structurally,  a  different  sort  of  place 
from  the  Elizabethan  theater,  and  it  was  customary  to  use  it  differ- 
ently. The  problem  of  beginning  a  play  was  particularly  acute  to 
the  Greek  playwright,  because  the  drama  of  his  time  was  expected 
to  conform  to  the  principle  of  unity  of  time.  However  elastic  the 
conception  of  time  might  be,  however  non-reaHstically  time  might 
be  treated  in  the  drama,  nevertheless,  it  was  an  almost  iron-bound 
convention  of  Greek  tragedy  that  the  action  represented  should  be 
continuous.  In  the  Elizabethan  theater  where  no  such  principle  as 
continuous  action  was  maintained,  where  indeed  the  whole  influence 
of  the  native  tradition  favored  anything  but  unity  of  time  in  the 
representation  of  action,  the  playwright  was  free  to  begin  his  play 
with  the  first  significant  event  in  the  logical  sequence  of  the  plot. 
In  the  Greek  drama  the  action  is  initiated  at  a  point  much  nearer 
the  climax  and  catastrophe  of  the  play  than  is  usually  the  case  in 
Elizabethan  dramas. 

Exposition 

The  problem  of  exposition,  then,  varies  widely  for  classical  and 
for  romantic  dramatists.  For  the  former,  there  is  frequently  a  great 
deal  of  preliminary  action  to  be  introduced,  a  great  deal  of  informa- 
tion concerning  the  characters  and  their  actions  that  must  be  com- 
municated to  the  audience  before  the  represented  action  can  really 
get  under  way.  For  the  romantic  dramatist,  at  least  if  he  were  writ- 
ing for  a  theater  as  flexible  as  the  Elizabethan,  the  opportunity  for 
him  to  begin  with  the  first  significant  action  in  his  series  lifts  from 
him  the  burden  of  introducing  into  the  exposition  a  considerable 
amount  of  pre-history. 

For  the  playwright  of  any  period,  the  exposition  offers  a  number 
of  constant  problems:  he  must  catch  the  interest  of  the  audience 
at  the  earliest  possible  moment;  he  must  introduce  the  characters  and 
elucidate  their  relationships;  he  must  indicate  the  theme  and  prob- 
lem of  the  play  before  very  much  time  has  elapsed.  The  exposition 
is  a  very  real  test  of  the  playwright's  ability  to  build  a  sound  founda- 
tion for  the  dramatic  structure  he  hopes  to  raise. 

Writers  of  various  periods  or  of  various  plays  of  the  same  period 
have  taken  the  problem  of  arousing  interest  at  the  earliest  possible 
moment  with  varying  seriousness.  Interest  may  be  aroused  in  one 
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of  a  number  of  ways — by  a  striking  bit  of  action,  by  the  appearance 
of  a  lively  or  alluring  character,  or  by  the  adroit  indication  of  an 
interesting  atmosphere  or  setting.  Of  the  first  sort  is  the  street  fight 
that  occupies  most  of  the  first  scene  of  Romeo  and  Juliet;  of  the 
second  sort  is  the  apparition  of  the  ghost  within  a  few  minutes  after 
the  opening  of  Hamlet;  and  a  combination  of  the  first  and  third 
devices  to  secure  interest  is  the  scene  of  the  shipwreck  that  initiates 
the  action  of  The  Tempest.  But  not  even  Shakespeare  was  always 
fortunate  enough  to  hit  upon  action  or  character  or  atmosphere  that 
arouses  immediately  an  interested  response  from  the  audience. 

Exposition  in  Classical  Drama 

The  Greeks  were  sometimes  content  to  open  their  dramas  with  a 
dramatic  monologue.  This  at  its  worst  was  a  perfunctory  summary 
of  the  events  preceding  the  first  represented  action  with  which  it  was 
necessary  for  the  audience  to  be  acquainted.  At  best  it  could  indicate 
the  nature  of  the  drama  that  was  to  follow,  establish  the  atmos- 
phere, suggest  the  conflict  out  of  which  the  plot  was  to  rise,  and 
the  lines  which  the  conflict  was  likely  to  take.  An  excellent  example 
of  classical  exposition  is  the  opening  soHloquy  of  Aphrodite  in 
Euripides'  Hippolytus.  This  splendidly  poetic  opening  serves  at  one 
and  the  same  time  to  introduce  the  audience  to  the  elevated  at- 
mosphere of  the  world  of  gods  and  goddesses,  to  indicate  the  con- 
flict between  the  affronted  Aphrodite  and  Hippolytus  (the  devotee 
of  Artemis),  and  to  sketch  the  lines  of  action  that  are  to  result 
from  this  conflict. 

It  is  interesting  to  contrast  the  exposition  in  Racine's  Phedre  with 
that  of  Euripides'  Hippolytus.  In  the  opening  scene  of  Racine's 
tragedy,  three  bids  for  interest  are  made:  the  question  as  to  whether 
or  not  Theseus  is  dead  or  alive,  raised  by  Hippolytus'  announced  in- 
tention of  going  to  seek  him;  the  problem  of  Hippolytus'  love  for 
his  father's  captive  and  enemy,  Aricia;  the  apparently  minor  prob- 
lem of  the  consequences  of  Phedre's  enmity  to  Hippolytus.  Of  these 
three  problems,  the  first  is  solved  before  the  end  of  the  first  act,  the 
second  turns  out  to  be  the  initiation  of  the  sub-plot  of  the  drama, 
and  the  third,  as  we  learn  from  the  expository  material  in  the  second 
scene,  is  to  furnish  the  major  conflict  and  the  disaster  of  the 
tragedy.  An  exposition  of  this  type  is  certainly  more  "modern"  than 
the  dramatic  monologue  of  Euripides,  but  it  is  a  question  whether 
it  is  more  effective. 

The  problem  of  exposition  was  complicated  for  the  Greek  play- 
wright when  he  found  it  desirable  to  keep  back  essential  facts  in 
the  pre-history  of  the  drama  until  a  later  stage  of  the  drama  than 
the  exposition.  In  this  case,  it  was  necessary  for  him  to  arouse  the 
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interest  of  the  audience  at  the  beginning  of  the  play,  reveal  the 
situation  and  characters  in  part,  and  introduce  the  essential  bits  of 
pre-history  at  the  most  effective  points  in  the  later  development  of 
the  drama.  Such  a  delayed  exposition  has  its  disadvantages;  the  pre- 
history, if  only  partly  revealed,  may  not  give  the  audience  a  suffi- 
ciently lucid  account  of  past  events,  or  the  delayed  exposition  may 
seem  dull,  lifeless,  and  destructive  of  interest  when  at  last  it  is 
revealed  to  the  audience. 

The  supreme  example  of  delayed  exposition  in  classical  drama, 
perhaps  in  the  drama  of  all  time,  is  Sophocles'  CEdipus  Rex.  In  a 
very  real  sense  the  exposition  of  pre-history  in  this  play  is  not  com- 
plete until  the  play  is  more  than  two-thirds  over,  and  yet  the  play 
is  one  of  the  most  perfectly  constructed  of  all  dramas.  It  is  interest- 
ing to  observe  the  simplicity  of  the  early  exposition  and  the  means 
by  which  Sophocles  made  it  possible  to  delay  the  presentation  of  es 
sential  facts  until  well  along  in  the  play.  It  opens  with  a  scene  of 
communal  lamentation :  Thebes  has  been  direly  smitten  by  a  plague, 
and  seeks  relief  from  it.  This  situation  in  itself  is  one  to  stir  interest 
and  sympathetic  emotions,  especially  as  the  terrible  inroads  of  the 
plague  are  described  in  language  of  great  vividness  and  power.  The 
plague-smitten  citizens  have  turned  to  their  king  as  the  most  prob- 
able source  of  succor.  In  the  opening  lines  of  the  play,  CEdipus  in- 
troduces himself,  describes  the  plague-ridden  city,  and  announces 
that  he  has  sent  his  wife's  kinsman,  Creon,  to  the  oracle  at  Delphi 
for  the  answer  to  the  riddle  of  the  kingdom's  miseries.  The  return 
of  Creon  with  a  riddling  oracle  provokes  from  CEdipus  the  oath  that 
he  will  use  every  means  in  his  power  to  discover  the  man  whose 
presence  within  the  kingdom  is  the  source  of  the  plague.  The  play 
takes  on  then  the  interest  of  a  detective  story  in  which  the  audi- 
ence's curiosity  is  aroused  by  the  problem  of  the  discovery  and  cap- 
ture of  the  guilty  person,  and  CEdipus'  quest  of  the  guilty  man 
motivates  the  gathering  and  examining  of  witnesses  who  may  have 
something  to  reveal  of  the  pre-history  of  the  case.  Here  again  the 
audience  is  placed  in  a  position  of  manifest  superiority — it  is  given 
reason  to  suspect  (as  CEdipus  is  the  last  person  to  do)  that  CEdipus 
himself  is  the  guilty  man,  and  it  watches  with  fascinated  and  help- 
less horror  the  king  spinning  the  web  that  is  to  bring  his  own  de- 
struction. 

Exposition  in  Elizabethan  Drama 

As  we  have  already  indicated,  the  problem  of  exposition  did  not 
bear  so  heavily  upon  playwrights  of  the  romantic  tradition  as  it 
did  on  playwrights  of  the  classical  mode.  In  fact,  Elizabethan  play- 
wrights cannot  be  said  to  have  taken  the  problem  of  exposition. 
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very  seriously.  Almost  any  kind  of  opening  would  serve  to  initiate 
the  complicated  series  of  events  that  the  Elizabethan  playwright  was 
free  to  present  before  his  audience.  The  least  laborious  type  of  ex- 
position was  the  introduction  of  indispensable  information  through 
the  speeches  of  minor  characters  of  whom  the  playwright  could 
create  as  many  as  he  pleased  and  of  whom  he  need  make  no  use, 
once  the  exposition  was  out  of  the  way.^  This  was,  perhaps,  a  more 
obvious  and  less  artistic  method  of  exposition  than  the  opening 
dramatic  monologue.  Shakespeare's  Richard  111  offers  perhaps  as 
fine  an  example  as  the  Elizabethan  drama  contains  of  this  time- 
honored  device.  We  are  introduced  immediately  and  vividly  to  the 
major  character  of  the  drama;  we  learn  something  of  his  personal 
appearance,  history,  and  motives;  we  are  given  the  needed  facts 
about  the  situation  in  which  his  malignity  is  to  operate. 

But  the  Elizabethan  playwright  was  not  unaware  of  the  necessity 
of  attracting  attention  or  arousing  interest  as  early  in  the  drama  as 
possible.  Romeo  and  Juliet  furnishes  an  excellent  example,  in  its 
opening  street-brawl,  of  a  scene  that  begins  stirringly,  builds  up 
to  a  swift  climax,  creates  atmosphere,  and  lays  the  preparation 
for  the  drama  that  is  to  follow.  Perhaps  the  most  subtle  type  of 
exposition  to  which  the  Elizabethans  sometimes  resorted  was  the 
opening  scene  calculated  to  indicate  the  atmosphere  and  tone  of  the 
play  to  follow.  Superb  illustrations  of  this  device  from  the  skilled 
hands  of  Shakespeare  are  the  opening  scenes  of  Macbeth  and  Hamlet. 

Exposition  Since  the  Renaissance 

The  eighteenth  century  contributed  little  to  either  the  classical 
or  the  romantic  handling  of  exposition,  but  the  practitioners  of  the 
well-made  play  in  the  nineteenth  century  took  this  problem  more 
seriously  than  the  playwrights  of  any  period  before  or  since.  Their 
preoccupation  with  this  technical  problem  was  only  a  part  of  their 
constant  consideration  of  the  more  mechanical  elements  in  the 
drama,  and  although  some  of  the  eilects  they  achieved  were  un- 
questionably ingenious,  to  modern  taste  they  seem  over-elaborate 
and  slightly  silly.  A  convenient  illustration  of  the  exposition  of  the 
well-made  play  is  the  much  admired  opening  of  Sir  Arthur  Pinero's 
The  Second  Mrs.  Tanqueray.  Of  this  exposition  no  less  popular  a 
critic  than  Clayton  Hamilton  has  said,  "The  first  act  of  The  Second 
Mrs.  Tanqueray  has  never  been  surpassed  in  technical  efficiency; 
and  it  stands  as  a  monument  of  exposition  that  must  be  studied  by 

2  For  an  instance  of  this  type  of  exposition,  see  the  opening  scene  of  Shakespeare's 
King  Lear.  This  type  of  exposition  has  been  parodied  once  and  for  all  in  the  opening 
scene  of  Sheridan's  Critic,  and  yet  it  is  the  ancestor  of  the  parlormaid-butler  dialogue 
of  many  a  "realistic"  play. 
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all  future  playwrights."  '  And  even  William  Archer  (who  should 
have  read  enough  Ibsen  to  know  better)  defends  the  exposition  in 
these  words:  "The  technical  manipulation  of  all  this  seems  to  me 
above  reproach — dramatically  effective  and  yet  life-like  in  every 
detail  ...  it  is  hyper-criticism  that  objects  to  an  exposition  so 
natural  and  probable  as  that  of  The  Second  Mrs.  Tanqueray  simply 
on  the  ground  that  certain  characters  are  introduced  for  the  purpose 
of  conveying  certain  information."  * 

Let  us  see  wherein  the  ingenuity  of  this  brilliant  exposition  lies. 
In  order  to  announce  his  marriage  to  Paula  Jermyn,  Aubrey  Tan- 
queray gives  a  dinner  in  his  apartment  to  three  old  friends.  To  make 
it  possible  for  the  audience  to  learn  what  it  needs  to  know  of  the 
previous  history  of  Mrs.  Jermyn,  Pinero  allows  Tanqueray,  after 
the  announcement  of  his  impending  marriage  has  been  made,  to 
excuse  himself  to  his  guests  thus:  "As  we're  going  to  turn  out 
by-and-bye,  let  me  scribble  a  couple  of  notes  now  while  I  think  of 
them." 

Was  there  ever  a  host,  in  or  out  of  the  drama,  who  seized  the 
occasion  of  an  engagement  dinner  to  catch  up  with  his  correspond- 
ence? But  Tanqueray 's  considerate  withdrawal  to  a  desk  in  a  corner 
of  the  dining-room  makes  it  possible  for  the  guests  to  retail  Paula's 
wretched  past  at  the  top  of  their  voices  and  for  Aubrey  to  throw  in 
an  apposite  remark  now  and  then.  If  this  is  technique,  then  the  less 
we  have  of  it  the  better.  Fortunately  the  significant  drama  of  the 
modern  period  has  not  found  it  necessary  to  resort  to  such  obvious 
artifices  as  this. 

On  the  whole,  the  modern  drama  has  tended  to  simpUfy  to  the 
very  furthest  extent  the  process  by  which  the  pre-history  of  the  play 
is  presented.  In  audience  and  playwright  alike,  there  has  developed 
a  great  sensitivity  to  the  artificiality  of  exposition  in  drama,  and  in 
consequence  the  emphasis  now  is  on  the  least  ostentatious  and  un- 
elaborate  means  of  conveying  the  necessary  information  to  the 
audience.  Indeed,  in  the  more  experimental  dramas  of  the  expres- 
sionists, there  is  an  inclination  to  throw  the  burden  of  interpretation 
on  the  audience,  to  plunge  it  into  the  midst  of  a  situation  and  to 
allow  the  audience  to  make  what  can  be  made  of  it. 

Aside  from  the  retrospective  function  of  the  exposition,  it  has 
another  equally  important  function — that  of  laying  the  foundation 
for  the  developing  plot.  Structurally,  it  is  absolutely  necessary  that 
the  exposition  should  point  the  way  to  some  interesting  develop- 
ment that  is  to  follow.  Emotionally,  it  is  absolutely  necessary  that 

^  The  Social  Plays  of  Arthur  Wtng  Pinero,  ed.  by  Clayton  Hamilton  (New  York: 
E.  P.  Button  and  Company,  Inc.,  1917),  I,  39. 

*Play-Ma\ing  (Boston:  Small,  Maynard  &  Company,  1912),  pp.  121— 122. 
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the  interest  aroused  in  the  opening  scenes  should  be  quickened  and 
deepened  so  that  the  Hne  of  emotion  should  be  definitely  rising  at 
the  end  of  the  exposition. 

Exposition  and  Interest 

The  question  of  the  interest  that  can  be  aroused  and  stimulated 
in  an  audience  is  not  a  simple  one;  indeed,  it  embraces  the  whole 
relationship  of  the  audience  to  the  play.  But,  without  analyzing  in 
its  entirety  the  nature  of  interest,  it  may  be  possible  to  point  out 
the  elements  in  the  interest  involved  particularly  in  exposition.  Al- 
though the  feeling  of  interest  is  by  no  means  the  same  for  all  plays, 
the  interest  aroused  by  exposition  will  usually  be  found  to  consist 
of  four  elements  in  various  proportions :  attentiveness  in  the  broadest 
and  vaguest  sense,  curiosity,  suspense,  and  sympathetic  or  unsympa- 
thetic feeling.  As  we  have  already  said,  it  is  enormously  important 
that  the  playwright  should  catch  the  attention  of  the  audience  at 
the  very  beginning  of  the  play,  and  this  feat  may  be  accomplished, 
as  we  have  seen,  by  a  variety  of  devices.  But  since  attention  is  ex- 
tremely difficult  to  hold  unless  it  is  supplemented  by  strong  motives, 
most  playwrights  attempt  to  reinforce  the  immediate  attention  by 
an  appeal  to  a  more  persistent  feeling.  Of  these  feelings,  curiosity  is 
perhaps  the  one  that  is  likely  to  put  in  an  appearance  early  in  the 
exposition  of  a  well-built  play.  Curiosity,  in  fact,  is  one  of  the 
strongest  forward-looking  feelings  on  which  the  playwright  can 
count. 

Exposition  and  the  Problem  of  the  Play 

Curiosity,  like  the  attention  attracted  by  the  very  opening  of  a 
play,  may  in  its  turn  be  stimulated  in  a  variety  of  ways.  It  is  usually 
stimulated  by  the  appearance  of  a  problem  early  in  the  piece.  The 
problem  may  be  extremely  simple,  even  hackneyed,  but  it  is  usually 
present.  It  is  frequently  the  problem  of  the  results  of  the  relationship 
between  two  or  more  of  the  major  persons  of  the  plays;  the  relation- 
ship of  this  sort  most  certain  of  arousing  curiosity  is  the  love- 
relationship.  But  the  love-relationship  is  only  one  of  dozens  of 
problems  in  relationship  that  may  arouse  curiosity.  Those  play- 
wrights and  aestheticians  who  beUeve  that  the  essence  of  drama  is 
conflict,  attempt  to  find  in  every  play  some  basic  conflict  the  progress 
of  which  the  plot  dramatizes.  The  conflict  may  be  that  of  rival 
suitors  for  the  hand  of  the  heroine,  or  of  rival  claimants  for  a 
throne;  it  may  be  a  subjective  conflict  within  the  complex  nature  of 
the  hero,  a  conflict  between  love  and  one's  duty  to  one's  father,  as 
in  Corneille's  Cid;  or  between  love  of  woman  and  love  of  country, 
as  in  Corneille's  Horace.  The  problem  may  have  the  nature  of  the 
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protagonist's  quest  of  a  particular  objective:  a  lady,  a  crown,  reputa- 
tion, fortune,  and  so  on.  In  the  more  philosophical  drama,  it  may  be 
a  study  of  the  consequences  of  an  act,  whether  hasty  or  premeditated. 
Thus  Marlowe's  Dr.  Faustus  shows  little  evidence  of  being  a  drama 
of  conflict  or  a  drama  of  a  goal  passionately  desired  and  sought;  it 
is  rather  the  drama  of  the  consequences  of  an  act,  in  this  case 
thoughtfully  and  rationally  performed.  In  the  case  of  Lear,  although 
there  are  elements  of  conflict,  the  play  (from  the  point  of  view  of 
the  King,  in  whom  the  audience  is  chiefly  interested)  is  largely  a 
representation  of  the  consequences  of  Lear's  rash  and  selfish  de- 
cision to  divide  his  kingdom. 

But  whether  the  problem  is  that  of  attainment  of  a  goal,  of  con- 
flict between  opposing  forces,  without  or  within,  or  of  the  conse- 
quences of  an  act,  it  is  the  function  of  the  exposition  to  indicate 
clearly  the  problem  with  which  the  play  is  to  deal.  In  the  simpler 
forms  of  drama,  the  conflict  may  be  indicated  early  in  the  play,  and 
with  considerable  directness.  In  Plautus'  The  Haunted  House,  for 
instance,  we  are  first  shown  the  hero's  spendthrift  conduct.  Then, 
upon  the  news  of  the  father's  unexpected  return,  the  problem  of 
how  he  is  to  escape  the  consequences  of  his  misbehavior  is  immedi- 
ately presented.  In  Moliere's  L'Ecole  des  Maris  a  problem  of  a 
rather  subtler  sort  is  suggested  in  the  opening  quarrel  between  the 
two  brothers,  in  which  their  theories  of  female  education  are  brought 
into  sharp  opposition.  Curiosity  is  immediately  aroused  as  to  which 
of  the  theories  is  to  work  out  satisfactorily  for  the  brother  who 
maintains  it,  and  the  rest  of  the  play  shows  the  results  of  the  appU- 
cation  of  the  theories  that  have  been  expounded  to  us. 

Even  in  the  serious  drama  of  modern  times,  the  curiosity-arousing 
problem  is  often  of  a  very  simple  sort.  In  Galsworthy's  Loyalties,  the 
problem  stated  at  almost  the  beginning  of  the  play  is  not  the  real 
problem  of  the  play,  as  indeed  the  title  suggests.  The  first  problem 
presented  in  this  play  concerns  the  theft  of  De  Levis'  money,  a  ques- 
tion of  a  type  that  could  be  paralleled  in  thousands  of  mystery  plays. 
But  it  is  to  be  noticed  that,  for  certain  characters  in  the  play,  this 
problem  is  solved  before  the  end  of  the  first  act.  De  Levis  himself, 
on  not  very  good  evidence,  and  two  of  Dancy's  friends,  on  better 
evidence,  come  to  the  conclusion  that  Dancy  is  the  guilty  man.  It 
then  becomes  apparent  that  Galsworthy's  interest  is  not  in  who  is 
the  guilty  man,  but  how  the  various  characters  with  their  degrees  of 
knowledge  and  their  class  and  racial  sympathies  will  react  to  the 
problem  raised  by  the  theft.  This  larger  social  problem  is  the  one 
in  which  Galsworthy  himself  is  interested,  as  his  title  suggests  al- 
most too  obviously  and  as  one  of  his  characters  points  out  near  the 
climax  of  the  play. 
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But  in  dramas  with  any  depth  or  persistency  of  appeal,  it  is  not 
enough  that  the  exposition  should  attract  attention  and  arouse 
curiosity,  however  indispensable  these  appeals  must  be.  The  expo- 
sition must  also  excite  feeling,  either  sympathetic  or  hostile  for  some 
or  other  of  the  major  characters  concerned.  In  dramas  of  any  real 
consequence,  the  feelings  aroused  are  sometimes  of  almost  incredi- 
ble complexity,  but  even  in  plays  of  an  elementary  nature,  they  are 
present.  In  melodrama,  for  instance,  where  the  appeal  to  curiosity 
is  very  important,  there  is  an  unabashed  attempt  to  arouse  sympathy 
for  the  purity  and  sweetness  of  the  harassed  heroine  and  the  manli- 
ness, decency,  and  courage  of  the  hero,  and  hostility  to  the  machina- 
tions of  the  complete  villain.  But  these  distinct,  black  and  white 
responses  are  only  caricatures  of  the  subtle  feelings  of  sympathy, 
pity,  concern,  compassion,  admiration,  repulsion,  anger,  and  detesta- 
tion, over  which  the  practised  playwright  has  command. 

It  is  out  of  this  complex  web  of  emotions  that  suspense  arises, 
suspense  that  means  the  pointing  forward  of  emotion  and  the 
sustaining  of  interest  until  the  problem  of  the  play  is  solved.  Sus- 
pense may  be  taken,  in  this  connection,  to  mean  curiosity  supple- 
mented by  feeling,  positive  or  negative.  As  in  the  case  of  curiosity, 
it  may  be  of  an  elementary  or  a  complicated  sort.  The  suspense  may 
be  as  simple  as  the  anxiety  as  to  whether  the  pure  heroine  will 
escape  the  clutches  of  the  villain;  it  may  be  as  complex  as  the  con- 
cern as  to  whether  or  not  Hamlet  will  succeed  in  his  task  of  revenge; 
it  may  be  as  subjective  as  the  concern  as  to  whether  or  not  a  char- 
acter racked  by  conflict  will  end  in  integration  or  disintegration. 
But  in  all  plays  that  succeed  in  holding  the  attention  of  the  audience, 
suspense  is  an  inevitable  element. 

Foreshadowing 

A  not  unimportant  function  of  the  exposition  is  what  has  been 
called  foreshadowing.  The  term  foreshadowing,  as  a  special  aspect 
of  exposition,  may  be  said  to  concern,  not  the  larger  issues  of  plot, 
characterization,  and  mood,  but  specific  instances  of  objects,  ele- 
ments, or  motifs  that  are  essential  to  the  subsequent  development 
and  denouement  of  the  piece.  In  the  slang  of  the  contemporary 
theater,  such  foreshadowing  is  called  "planting."  Very  frequently 
in  dramas  intricate  of  plot,  a  considerable  number  of  objects,  circum- 
stances, or  motifs  are  required  for  the  complication  and  solution  of 
the  problem  of  the  play.  These  objects  and  circumstances  must  be 
"planted"  definitely  but  not  too  obtrusively  in  the  early  part  of  the 
play  so  that  they  will  be  ready  when  they  are  needed.  In  plays  built 
on  the  mystery  story  model,  these  instances  of  foreshadowing  in- 
volve the  clues,  false  or  sound,  which  in  the  long  run  will  be  neces- 
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sary  to  an  intelligible  and  plausible  solution  of  the  problem.  In 
dramas  less  plot-ridden  than  mystery  plays,  foreshadowing  is  like- 
wise necessary.  In  Brieux's  The  Red  Robe,  for  instance,  the  dramatist 
takes  pains,  fairly  early  in  the  play,  to  fix  the  audience's  attention 
for  a  moment  on  the  paper-knife  which,  in  the  play's  denouement, 
is  to  do  such  damage  to  the  villain  of  the  piece.  In  Sidney  Howard's 
The  Silver  Cord,  it  is  necessary  to  indicate  the  presence  of  a  pond 
near  the  house  where  the  action  takes  place,  in  order  that  it  may 
be  available  for  the  attempted  drowning  that  precipitates  the 
denouement  of  the  play.  The  function  of  foreshadowing  may  even 
be  considered  to  include  the  stressing  of  semi-prophetic  ideas  or  con- 
cepts that  the  development  of  the  play  is  to  corroborate.  For  instance, 
the  remark  of  Desdemona's  father  to  Othello,  "She  has  deceived  her 
father,  and  may  thee,"  is  a  device  of  ominous  foreshadowing.  Greek 
tragedy,  in  particular,  is  rich  in  such  prophetic  warnings.  Fore- 
shadowing, then,  may  furnish  a  basis  for  some  specific  turn  of  the 
developing  plot;  it  may  provide  the  basis  for  some  ideational  or 
emotional  development;  it  may  include  the  indicating  of  the  thesis 
idea,  as  in  George  Kelly's  Craig's  Wife,  which  the  play  is  intended 
to  illustrate.  But  foreshadowing  of  whatever  sort  is  one  of  the  de- 
vices by  which  an  effect  of  coherence  may  be  given  to  the  structure 
of  the  developing  drama. 

Complication 

That  portion  of  a  play  that  Aristotle  designated  as  the  middle  is 
perhaps  the  least  easily  distinguishable  portion  of  the  play,  but  it  is 
an  essential  portion.  It  is  that  portion  of  the  play  devoted  to  the 
development  of  the  elements  that  have  been  presented  to  the  audi- 
ence in  the  exposition.  Structurally,  the  elements  essential  to  the 
development  of  a  plot  are  complication  and  crisis;  in  some  forms 
of  the  drama,  the  climax  may  also  fall  within  the  limits  of  the  de- 
velopment of  the  play;  in  others,  it  is  delayed  until  it  becomes  a 
part  of  the  denouement.^  Both  elements,  complication  and  crisis, 

^  The  notion  that  the  climax,  the  turning-point  in  the  protagonist's  fortunes,  is  to 
be  sought  somewhere  in  the  middle  of  the  play  is  due  in  large  measure  to  the  influence 
of  Freytag's  Technique  of  the  Drama.  Freytag  found  that  a  considerable  number  of 
Shakespearian  tragedies  could  be  described  in  terms  of  an  isosceles  triangle,  resting 
upon  its  base,  with  the  exposition  represented  by  a  portion  of  one  of  the  sides  of  the 
triangle,  the  climax  or  turning-point  by  the  apex  of  the  triangle,  and  the  denouement 
by  the  side  opposite  the  expository  side.  From  this  analogy  come  the  common  con- 
ceptions of  the  action  as  rising  or  falling.  For  instance,  in  Macbeth,  his  swelling 
fortune  is  the  rising  action,  the  failure  to  kill  Banquo's  son  is  the  climax,  the  turning- 
point  in  the  action,  and  his  declining  fortunes  occupy  the  rest  of  the  play.  A  similar 
analysis,  perhaps,  might  be  made  of  Othello,  but  Hamlet  and  Lear  fit  into  this  scheme 
with  difficulty,  and  Freytag's  schematization  is  profoundly  inappropriate  to  many 
classical  dramas  and  to  most  modern  ones. 


190  THE  ART  OF  THE  DRAMA 

are  essential;  climax  is  not.  Complication  is  a  basic  element  in  plot 
structure;  in  the  simpler  forms  of  drama,  it  consists  in  the  introduc- 
tion of  persons  or  events  that  delay  the  arrival  of  the  hero  at  his 
goal  or  that  intensify  the  conflict  between  opposing  forces;  it  may 
involve  the  introduction  from  the  pre-history  of  hitherto  unexpected 
elements.  In  the  simple  love  plot,  the  complication  may  take  the 
form  of  a  rival,  of  parental  opposition,  or  of  one  of  those  misunder- 
standings (objective  or  subjective)  to  which  lovers  in  drama  (and 
life)  seem  particularly  prone.  It  is  true  of  drama,  even  more  con- 
spicuously than  it  is  of  life,  that  the  course  of  true  love  never  does 
run  smooth;  if  it  did,  there  would  be  no  drama.  Even  in  so  serious 
a  comedy  as  Rostand's  Cyrano  de  Bergerac,  the  complications  are 
not  of  a  very  subtle  sort.  The  major  complication  is  the  length  of 
Cyrano's  nose,  on  which  comedy,  even  pathos,  but  certainly  not 
tragedy,  can  be  made  to  depend.  The  further  complication,  Chris- 
tian, one  of  the  stupidest  of  romantic  heroes,  would  be  an  utterly 
insignificant  obstacle  to  the  resourceful  Cyrano  if  he  had  not  dis- 
covered to  his  distress  that  Roxane  loves  the  booby.  The  conflict, 
then,  becomes  a  subjective  one,  between  Cyrano's  love  for  Roxane 
and  his  desire  for  her  happiness.  But  not  content  with  this  compli- 
cation of  the  relationship  between  Cyrano  and  Roxane,  Rostand  felt 
it  necessary  to  invent  another  rival  for  Roxane's  favors,  De  Guiche, 
a  painfully  stagey  figure,  who,  however,  motivates  the  marriage  that 
is  brought  about  with  Cyrano's  assistance,  the  departure  for  battle 
that  ends  with  Christian's  death,  and  Cyrano's  self-administered 
oath  of  secrecy. 

In  dramas  of  a  more  serious  type,  the  complications  are  likely  to 
be  both  subjective  and  objective  in  nature.  In  Galsworthy's  Loyal- 
ties, 9l  complication  of  the  objective  sort  is  the  discovery  by  Dancy's 
friends  that  his  coat-sleeve  is  wet  with  rain,  evidence  that  he  is 
guilty  of  the  crime  with  which  he  is  charged.  A  further  complica- 
tion as  the  play  moves  to  its  climax  in  the  black-balling  of  De  Levis 
by  the  club  which  he  aspires  to  join,  is  the  discovery  of  the  stolen 
notes  in  the  hands  of  the  persons  to  whom  Dancy  has  given  them. 
But  these  objective  complications  would  have  comparatively  little 
meaning,  if  they  were  not  given  weight  by  the  feeling  aroused 
by  them.  In  the  first  instance,  De  Levis'  discovery  that  he  has 
been  black-balled  angers  him  so  deeply  that  he  breaks  his  promise 
not  to  reveal  his  suspicions  about  Dancy.  The  discovery  of  the 
notes  causes  Dancy's  lawyer  to  give  up  his  case,  at  the  moment 
when  it  seemed  to  be  progressing  toward  a  judgment  favorable  to 
Dancy. 

In  a  purely  subjective  drama  like  Ibsen's  Rosmersholm,  the  com- 
plications naturally  are  of  a  very  different  sort  from  those  in  a  play 
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of  external  plot  and  action.  The  play  begins  apparently  very  close  to 
the  point  where  a  satisfactory  relationship  between  Rosmer  and 
Rebecca  West  is  to  be  established.  The  complications  that  arise  and 
that  ultimately  bring  both  hero  and  heroine  to  suicide  are  events 
and  ideas  and  emotions  in  the  pre-history  of  these  characters,  not 
apparent  at  the  opening  of  the  play,  which,  as  they  are  brought  to 
light  in  the  unfolding  of  the  past,  make  it  more  and  more  certain 
that  this  alliance  which  seemed  promising  must  end  in  disaster. 

Along  with  the  complication  that  is  necessary  to  the  development 
of  the  plot,  there  must  also  be  an  increasing  and  deepening  of 
interest,  curiosity,  and  suspense.  This  effect  is  an  almost  inevitable 
accompaniment  of  the  complications  we  have  been  considering;  it 
is,  in  a  way,  the  audience's  contribution  to  these  events,  the  repercus- 
sions of  these  complications  upon  the  feelings  and  emotions  of  the 
audience. 

Crises 

It  will  usually  be  found  that  the  development  of  the  play  is  such 
that  it  produces  a  series  of  foci  for  emotions,  which  we  may  call 
crises.  These  crises  are  situations  usually  involving  a  clash  of  interests 
and  emotions  and  a  number  of  possible  reactions  to  the  specific 
situation.  Such  a  crisis,  even  though  it  is  a  minor  one,  involves  like 
the  exposition  the  attraction  of  interest,  the  deepening  of  suspense, 
and  an  increase  in  the  number  and  variety  of  the  emotions  felt  by 
the  characters  and  shared  by  the  audience. 

Take,  for  instance,  the  scene  of  Othello's  appearance  before  the 
Senate  in  answer  to  the  complaint  of  Desdemona's  father.  The 
marriage  has  already  taken  place,  but  the  audience  has  had  no 
opportunity  to  observe  the  emotions  evoked  by  this  occasion  in  the 
persons  most  involved.  Brabantio's  complaint  concerning  Othello's 
behavior  makes  evident  the  complex  emotions  aroused  in  him  by 
this  distasteful  event.  Then  Shakespeare  seizes  the  occasion  to  per- 
mit Othello  to  trace  with  natural  pride  and  great  dignity  his  own 
history  and  the  history  of  his  courtship,  and  thus  to  sketch  in  his 
own  character  and  that  of  Desdemona.  But  even  this  elaboration  of 
the  emotions  incidental  to  this  crisis  is  not  enough.  Desdemona  must 
speak  for  herself,  and,  with  assurance  and  courage  and  modesty, 
she  reveals  her  love  for  Othello,  for  which  she  has  been  willing  to 
sacrifice  her  father's  love  and  defy  convention.  This  is,  of  course, 
only  a  minor  crisis  in  the  play,  but  it  illustrates  sufficiently  the 
contribution  of  a  minor  crisis  to  the  development  of  character  and 
the  intensification  and  complication  of  emotions. 

Another  aspect  of  the  technique  of  both  minor  and  major  crises 
in  drama  is  the  effective  exploitation  of  the  crisis.  The  playwright 
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who  has  learned  the  principles  of  aesthetic  economy  will  see  to  it 
that  he  gets  and  that  his  audience  will  get,  the  maximum  possible 
effect  out  of  each  crisis  as  it  develops  and  wanes.  To  skimp  his  treat- 
ment, to  hurry  over  even  a  scene  of  minor  crisis,  is  to  fail  to  exploit 
fully  the  potentialities  of  the  situation  and  the  characters.  To  this 
end,  there  is  observable  in  the  skilful  handling  of  almost  every  siza- 
ble crisis,  a  definite  building  up  of  incident  and  the  emotions  each 
incident  produces  in  each  beholder  or  participant,  a  definite 
heightening  of  the  tension  on  the  stage  and  in  the  audience.  But 
none  of  the  characters  concerned  gives  all  his  effective  responses  at 
once;  just  as  in  the  larger  structure  of  the  play  there  is  a  constant 
bidding  for  suspense,  so,  in  the  gradual  revealing  of  incident  and 
feeling  and  emotion,  there  will  be  seen  to  rise  a  carefully  and  effi- 
ciently wrought  structure  of  incident  on  the  objective  and  of  feel- 
ing on  the  subjective  side. 

There  is  need,  however,  for  discretion  in  this  matter;  a  situation 
held  too  long  is  more  fatal  to  the  interest  of  the  audience  than  a 
scene  hurried  over  and  unexploited.  Probably  the  need  for  discre- 
tion is  greater  in  comedy  than  in  tragedy,  for  it  is  perhaps  easier  to 
sustain  increasingly  painful  and  sympathetic  emotions  than  purely 
pleasant  and  diverting  emotions.  Certainly,  the  writer  of  comedy,  no 
less  than  the  writer  of  tragedy,  must  know  when  to  stop.  If  the 
tragic  writer  persists  too  long,  his  audience  is  likely  to  react  in  self- 
defense  against  what  comes  to  seem  an  exaggeration  and  extremity 
of  painful  emotion.  If  the  comic  writer  persists  too  long,  he  risks 
the  chance  of  being  tedious,  and  tediousness  is  the  unpardonable 
sin  in  the  comic  playwright.  Probably,  the  best  examples  of  minor 
crises  too  long  sustained  can  be  found  in  comedy  written  in  periods 
when  audiences  had  not  lost  the  power  to  laugh  endlessly  over  the 
simplest  and  most  obvious  of  jokes.  Plautus,  who  was  writmg  for 
an  audience  with  a  modest  degree  of  sophistication,  errs  again  and 
again  in  this  respect.  In  scene  after  scene  of  The  Haunted  House, 
for  instance,  the  modern  reader  feels  that  Plautus  is  attempting  to 
get  far  more  out  of  the  situation  than  it  really  contains.  The 
sixteenth-century  comedy,  Ralph  Roister  Doister,  modelled  closely 
on  Roman  comedy,  errs  in  the  same  direction.  The  cowardice  and 
vanity  of  Ralph  are  illustrated  in  over-elaborate  scenes  that  drive 
the  point  home  again  and  again  and  again.  So,  somewhere  between 
under-statement  and  over-elaboration,  the  playwright  in  comedy  or 
tragedy  must  aim  to  get  the  maximum  effect  out  of  the  situation 
that  he  has  constructed. 
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Climax 

As  we  have  indicated,  the  climax  of  the  play  may  come  within 
the  portion  of  the  plot  that  we  have  called  the  development  or 
within  the  final  portion  of  the  play,  the  denouement.  The  climax  is 
best  regarded  as  the  crisis  of  maximum  emotion  and  tension.^  It  is 
the  scene  in  the  drama  after  which  there  is  a  tendency  for  the 
emotion  to  abate  to  the  despair  or  the  happiness  of  the  finale. 
Structurally,  it  may  also  be  the  turning-point  of  the  drama — in 
tragedy,  the  point  at  which  the  protagonist  first  catches  sight  of 
his  inevitable  but  unwillingly  accepted  defeat;  in  comedy,  the  scene 
in  which  the  protagonist  begins  to  have  reason  to  hope  for  his  ulti- 
mate success.  Since  the  climax  in  tragedy  is  likely  to  be  the  point 
where  the  fortunes  of  the  hero  turn  from  their  favorable  to  their 
unfavorable  aspect,  it  is  usual  to  find  it  earlier  in  the  structure  of 
tragedy  than  in  comedy.  For,  in  tragedy,  as  we  shall  see,  the 
dramatist  has  the  difficult  task  of  persuading  us  that  the  catastrophe 
is  inevitable,  that  disaster  could  not  be  escaped.  If  the  disaster  comes 
too  precipitately,  we  shall  feel  that  it  is  as  incredible  as  the  cluttered 
and  hurried  happy  endings  of  some  comedies.  The  comic  play- 
wright, on  the  other  hand,  is  likely  to  postpone  the  climax,  the 
hero's  sighting  of  success,  until  very  late  in  the  play;  otherwise, 
since  the  affairs  at  stake  are  usually  of  less  consequence  than  those  in 
tragedy,  the  audience  tends  to  lose  interest  in  the  hero's  fortune  very 
soon  after  he  is  assured  of  his  ultimate  success. 

It  would,  then,  be  a  mistake  to  assume  that  in  every  play  of  every 
sort  there  is  a  turning-point  or  climax  in  the  middle  of  the  play,  as 
Freytag's  Technique  of  the  Drama  has  encouraged  generations  of 
docile  teachers  and  students  to  believe.  Sometimes,  indeed,  the 
turning-point  is  hardly  a  moment  of  conscious  climax.  In  Macbeth, 
for  instance,  we  can  see,  as  we  think  back  over  the  structure  of  the 
play,  that  Macbeth's  failure  to  kill  Banquo's  son  Fleance  is  the 
incident  that  leads  ultimately  to  his  own  downfall.  But  surely 
neither  audience  nor  reader  will  feel  this  scene  to  be  the  climax  of 
the  play.  If  the  climax  scene  occurs  near  the  middle  of  this  play, 
it  would  seem  rather  to  be  the  banquet  scene,  in  which  the  appear- 
ance of  Banquo's  ghost  sends  Macbeth  into  a  fit  of  insane  terror.  In 
Galworthy's  Loyalties  the  turning-point  and  the  climax  are  almost 
coincident.  Our  curiosity  in  this  play  is  focused  chiefly  on  whether 

6  The  trial  scene  in  The  Merchant  of  Venice,  the  revelation  of  Magda's  past  in 
Sudermann's  Heimat,  the  appearance  of  Captain  Ardale  in  The  Second  Mrs.  Tanqueray, 
the  scene  of  the  cross-examination  in  Jones's  Mrs.  Dane's  Defense,  and  the  disputation 
scene  in  Candida  (close  to  the  denouement  of  that  play)  are  examples  of  climax 
scenes  cited  by  Richard  Burton,  How  to  See  a  Play  (New  York:  The  Macmillan 
Company,  1914),  p.  172. 
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or  not  Dancy  will  escape  punishment  for  his  crime.  There  seems  a 
very  real  chance  of  his  doing  so,  up  to  the  point  where  the  lawyer, 
confronted  with  certain  evidence  of  his  guilt,  decides  that  profes- 
sional ethics  will  force  him  to  give  up  the  case  that  Dancy  had 
seemed  to  be  on  the  point  of  winning.  It  is  in  this  scene  surely  that 
the  emotional  tension  of  characters  and  audience  is  greatest;  after 
this  scene  we  are  still  curious  as  to  Dancy's  behavior  when  he  learns 
that  he  is  trapped;  there  is  further  complication  through  the  efforts 
of  his  wife  and  his  friends  to  help  him  escape;  there  is  suspense  as 
to  Dancy's  escape  almost  up  to  the  last  moment  of  the  play.  But 
the  tension  is  surely  less  great,  the  emotions  that  accompany  his 
disaster  are  less  complex  than  those  inspired  by  the  exposition  and 
developed  to  the  point  of  greatest  variety  and  subtlety  in  the  scene 
in  the  lawyer's  office. 

In  King  Lear,  the  mad  scenes  on  the  stormy  heath  are  surely  the 
scenes  of  greatest  emotional  intensity  and  complexity;  they  are  a 
world  symphony  of  varied  and  terrifying  emotions,  but  they  hardly 
furnish  the  turning  point  of  the  plot,  since  in  them  Lear  definitely 
loses  his  mind  and  from  then  on  is  buffeted  unconsciously  between 
hostile  and  friendly  forces.  Perhaps  the  turning-point  of  the  plot  is 
the  quiet  and  unobtrusive  scene  in  which  the  audience  learns  that 
Cordelia  is  planning  to  come  to  the  rescue  of  the  mad  King. 

But,  wherever  the  climax  may  be  felt  to  be,  whether  it  falls  within 
the  development  or  the  denouement,  the  playwright  is  under  the 
necessity  of  constantly  or  almost  constantly  (since  it  may  be  desirable 
to  furnish  intervals  for  the  relaxation  of  tension)  building  up  inter- 
est, tensity,  suspense,  and  more  and  more  deeply  sympathetic  and 
anti-pathetic  emotions,  until  his  play  is  well  nigh  done.  In  the 
cruder  forms  of  drama,  this  effect  may  be  wrought  by  greater  and 
greater  complication  of  incident;  in  drama  of  the  psychological 
variety  the  effect  is  that  of  multiplying  and  intensifying  the  emo- 
tions of  the  characters,  and,  by  reflection,  those  of  the  audience. 

Denouement 

The  particular  function  of  that  portion  of  the  plot  we  designate  as 
the  denouement  is  that  of  solving  the  problem  which  the  plot 
initiated  and  developed.  A  satisfactory  solution  or  denouement  in 
whatever  type  of  drama  will  be  found  to  have  certain  character- 
istics: clarity,  plausibility,  and  interest.  The  first  of  these  character- 
istics would  seem  to  be  the  easiest  of  attainment,  but  it  offers  its 
own  particular  difficulties.  It  is  obvious  that  the  playwright  must 
not  consciously  leave  his  audience  in  doubt  as  to  the  outcome  of 
the  problem  he  has  dramatized.  On  the  other  hand,  he  must  not 
indicate  too  early  in  the  denouement  the  precise  nature  of  the 
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solution;  if  he  is  too  immediately  clear,  he  will  sacrifice  the  interest 
of  his  audience.  Something,  of  course,  depends  upon  the  nature  of 
the  solution  in  a  particular  play;  in  older  forms  of  the  drama,  the 
ending  was  usually  specifically  tragic  or  specifically  comic.  But  even 
among  the  Greeks,  the  term  tragedy  was  applied  to  all  plays  of  a 
serious  nature,  and  comedy  to  plays,  whether  fantastic,  satirical,  or 
realistic,  of  a  light  and  amusing  nature.  So,  among  the  works  of 
the  Greek  tragic  writers,  we  find  classified  as  tragedies  plays  which 
end  happily,  at  least  for  the  protagonists;  of  this  type  of  tragedy, 
iEschylus'  (Edipus  at  Colonnus  and  Euripides'  Iphigenia  in  Tauris 
are  notable  examples.  It  is  obvious  that  in  such  plays  we  have  proto- 
types of  what  the  Renaissance  came  to  call  tragicomedy. 

The  solutions  of  these  various  sorts  of  plays  present  to  the  play- 
wright a  variety  of  problems  involving  plot  structure,  character- 
ization, motivation,  and  interest.  In  tragedy,  the  chief  requirement 
perhaps  is  that  the  catastrophe  should  seem  to  have  come  about  as 
a  result  of  a  series  of  external  and  subjective  events  the  sequence  of 
which  is  logical  and  credible.  This  "inevitability"  is  in  part  a  matter 
of  time,  in  part  a  matter  of  situation,  but  more  especially  a  matter 
of  character.  The  clash  of  elements  within  the  hero  himself,  the 
conflict  between  his  interests  and  those  of  his  opponents  must  seem 
to  explain  and  justify  his  final  defeat.  The  death  of  Hamlet  is  an 
excellent  case  in  point.  He  dies  as  a  result  of  a  wound  received  in  a 
duel  with  Laertes,  a  duel  that,  it  would  seem,  might  have  ended  as 
easily  in  victory  as  in  defeat  and  death  for  Hamlet.  But  throughout 
the  play,  there  has  been  a  steady  accumulation  of  tragic  emotion,  of 
motivation  on  the  part  of  Hamlet's  opponents,  the  King  and 
Laertes,  and  of  motivation  within  Hamlet  himself,  which  makes  his 
death  in  the  moment  of  his  success  seem  particularly  appropriate 
and  "inevitable." 

Of  course,  not  all  violent  conclusions  in  tragedy  can  be  made  to 
seem  plausible.  Many  minor  playwrights  eager  for  a  definite  and 
thrilling  conclusion  to  their  plays  have  slaughtered  their  heroes  un- 
ceremoniously. In  such  instances,  the  audience  is  likely  to  feel  that 
the  disaster  has  been  wilfully  contrived  by  the  playwright,  that  it  is 
improperly  motivated,  and  the  dignity  and  significance  of  the  play 
suffer  accordingly.  The  conclusion  of  the  play  with  the  suicide  of 
the  hero  or  heroine  furnishes  especial  difficulties.  Whether  or  not 
one  regards  suicide,  in  the  abstract,  as  an  act  of  cowardice  or  an 
act  of  courage,  in  tragedy  it  must  be  made  to  seem  not  only  in- 
evitable but  admirable.  The  inevitability  must  rise  out  of  one's  sense 
that  there  was  no  other  possible  solution  of  the  hero's  difficulties, 
since  the  character  of  the  particular  hero  would  allow  of  no  other 
conclusion.  Such  appropriateness,  such  inevitability,  one  feels  in  the 
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suicides  of  Antony  and  Cleopatra,  in  both  Shakespeare's  version  of 
their  history  and  in  Dryden's  All  for  Love.  In  Shakespeare's  very 
considerably  greater  success  in  making  complex  characters  of  this 
superb  pair  of  lovers  are  to  be  found  the  greater  meaning  and  poig- 
nancy of  their  suicides.  To  these  colossi,  anything  less  than  suicide 
would  seem  ignominious;  in  Dryden's  Cleopatra,  the  wanton  is  so 
conspicuous  that  one  doubts  the  appropriateness  of  her  heroic 
ending. 

In  modern  drama,  suicide  has  all  too  frequently  been  an  easy 
way  out  of  the  dilemma  the  dramatist  has  created  for  himself.  Even 
with  the  lessening  of  the  Christian  onus  upon  suicide  in  modern 
times,  suicide  on  the  stage  must  be  made  convincing  and  intel- 
ligible, even  though  in  life  it  may  not  often  be  so.  An  excellent 
illustration  of  the  difference  between  a  convincing  and  an  uncon- 
vincing suicide  may  be  found  among  the  plays  of  Sir  Arthur  Pinero. 
Paula  Tanqueray's  suicide  is  an  example  of  theatrical  effective- 
ness; Zoe  Blundell's,  of  truly  dramatic  effectiveness.  The  difference 
is  almost  entirely  a  matter  of  characterization.  There  has  been  noth- 
ing indicated  in  the  character  or  situation  of  Paula  to  prepare  us 
for  this  violent  and  sudden  act  of  self-destruction.  In  the  case  of 
Zoe,  the  grounds  for  her  self-destruction  have  been  carefully  pre- 
pared from  the  beginning;  there  has  been  built  up  in  her  a  sense 
of  her  own  defeat,  hatred  and  disgust  with  herself  and  her  in- 
timates, and  an  unalloyed  bitterness  which,  we  feel,  make  so 
desperate  an  act  intelligible. 

Denouement  in  Comedy 

The  comic  playwright  has  his  own  problems  of  denouement  to 
solve.  If  he  takes  his  work  seriously,  he  must  not  meet  more  than 
half  way  the  eagerness  of  the  audience  for  a  happy  termination  of 
the  hero's  difficulties;  if  he  does,  he  will  run  the  risk  of  sentimental- 
ity, of  sacrificing  the  logic  of  the  situation  or  character  to  the  too 
tender  feelings  of  himself  or  his  audience.  There  must  be,  as  in 
tragedy,  a  feeling  that  the  conclusion  fits  the  facts  of  situation  or 
of  character  as  we  have  come  to  know  them  in  the  drama  or  in  life. 
The  playwright  who  takes  this  problem  casually  will  forfeit  some- 
thing of  the  respect  of  his  audience,  something  of  the  enduring  in- 
terest his  play  might  have  excited.  To  be  sure,  the  problem  is  not 
so  acute  as  that  of  the  tragedian  since  the  audience  is  more  than 
willing  to  grant  credence  to  almost  any  device  that  will  bring  the 
hero  safely  to  his  goal. 

Especially  when  the  happy  ending  requires  the  conversion  of  one 
of  the  major  characters,  must  the  playwright  pay  particular  atten- 
tion to  the  preparations  in  character  and  motivation  for  the  eleventh- 
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hour  transformation.  The  audience,  in  this  as  in  other  respects 
connected  with  comedy,  is  wilHng  to  do  more  than  its  share,  but 
it  is  within  its  rights  to  insist  that  the  conversion  shall  not  take 
place  merely  in  response  to  the  exigencies  o£  the  plot.  For  instance, 
the  conversion  almost  at  the  end  of  Plautus'  The  Haunted  House 
is  only  moderately  successful.  One  can  grant  only  partial  credence 
to  the  transformation  of  a  stern  and  angry  father  into  an  indulgent 
and  forgiving  parent  as  the  result  of  one  brief  scene  between  the 
father  and  the  erring  son's  emissary,  even  though  the  emissary 
takes  on  here,  as  he  does  not  elsewhere  in  the  play,  his  most  in- 
gratiating appearance  and  manner.  A  particular  formula  of  con- 
version which  may  be  designated  by  the  phrase,  the  triumph  of  the 
worm  that  turns,  is  of  particular  assistance  to  the  writer  of  comedy. 
An  audience's  sympathy  can  almost  certainly  be  counted  on  to  flow 
out  to  the  persecuted  and  abused  character  who,  at  long  last,  proves 
to  be  more  successful  and  more  efficient  than  his  oppressors.  This 
is  certainly  one  of  the  elements,  among  many  others,  in  the  peren- 
nial appeal  of  the  Cinderella  story,  an  appeal  particularly  alluring 
to  sentimentalists.  An  instance  of  an  unabashed  use  of  this  formula 
is  Sir  James  Barrie's  A  Kiss  for  Cinderella,  where  the  pathetic  self- 
sacrificing  heroine  escapes  death,  and  finds  the  fulfilment  of  her 
dreams  in  the  form  of  a  handsome  and  agreeable  policeman.  But 
the  theme  and  its  appeal  take  on  a  hundred  disguises.  There  is  a 
suggestion  of  it  in  Orlando,  the  oppressed  brother  in  Shakespeare's 
As  You  Li\e  It,  and  it  is  noteworthy  that  in  Shakespeare's  develop- 
ment of  the  theme  he  transforms  the  wicked  brother,  in  one  of  the 
most  preposterous  conversion  scenes  in  all  dramatic  literature.  The 
turning  of  a  royal  worm  is  exhibited  in  so  undramatic  and  intel- 
lectual a  piece  as  Shaw's  The  Apple  Cart.  George  Kelly's  Craig's 
Wife  furnishes  a  striking  example  of  the  use  of  this  formula;  here, 
the  transformation  of  a  cowed  and  circumvented  husband  into  a 
rebellious  and  dominant  male  is  brought  about  with  a  rather  im- 
plausible rapidity  and  completeness,  but  there  is  at  least  theatrical 
effectiveness  in  the  climax  (and  incidentally,  the  turning-point) 
of  the  play,  when,  at  the  end  of  the  second  act,  the  husband  rather 
childishly  smashes  a  favorite  shelf-ornament  of  his  wife's.^ 

Denouement  in  Tragicomedy 

The  writer  of  tragicomedy  faces  problems  in  the  treatment  of  the 
denouement   that   his   colleagues,   content   with   simpler   solutions, 

'^  A  considerable  collection  might  rather  easily  be  made  of  climaxes  marked  by  the 
smashing  of  bric-a-brac.  Such  plays  as  Noel  Coward's  Easy  Virtue  and  Private  Lives, 
Rose  Franken's  Another  Language,  and  D'Annunzio's  Gioconda  will  furnish  convenient 
examples. 
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avoid.  One  of  the  major  difficulties  is  that  of  tone;  a  play  that 
seems  through  most  of  its  course,  to  be  heading  for  tragedy  is 
brought  around  to  a  happy  conclusion  only  with  difficulty.  In  pe- 
riods of  the  drama  less  technically  self-conscious  than  our  own,  this 
effect  could  be  managed  without  too  great  a  strain  on  the  credulity 
of  the  audience.  But  it  is  significant  that  even  Shakespeare  at  the 
height  of  his  powers  could  not  make  thoroughly  acceptable  the 
strained  and  contrived  "happy"  endings  of  Measure  for  Measure 
and  All's  Well  that  Ends  Well.  In  the  former  play,  in  particular, 
one's  moral  sensibilities  are  painfully  violated  by  the  off-hand  dis- 
posal of  the  saintly  heroine  to  an  utterly  unworthy  suitor.  Even 
The  Merchant  of  Venice,  if  seen  from  the  Elizabethan  point  of 
view,  is  much  more  successful.  To  the  Elizabethan,  Shylock  was 
a  grotesque,  that  is,  a  horrifying  but  somehow  diverting  villain.  If 
Shylock  were  played  on  the  modern  stage  in  this  manner  instead 
of  as  a  heartbroken  gentleman  financier,  the  punishment  of  Shy- 
lock would  seem  appropriate,  and  the  moonlit  romance  of  the 
ring-plot  in  the  final  act,  unblemished  loveliness.  In  drama  of  the 
early  Stuart  period,  when  the  excitement  of  novel  and  striking 
plots  frequently  took  the  place  of  sound  motivation,  forced  happy 
endings  are  frequent.  One  of  the  most  notorious  is  that  of  Beau- 
mont and  Fletcher's  A  King  and  No  King.  Throughout  the  play, 
we  are  given  what  seems  to  be  a  dramatic  study  of  incest,  in  this 
case,  the  incestuous  love  of  a  brother  and  sister.  In  the  denouement, 
we  learn  that  the  major  characters  were  not  actually  brother  and 
sister,  in  fact,  shared  no  blood  relationship.  This  surprise  ending 
for  a  play  directed  definitely  toward  tragedy  gives  the  audience  a 
sense  of  being  tricked  and  cheated  of  the  tragic  emotions  for  which 
it  has  been  prepared. 

Functions  of  Denouement 

A  major  function  of  the  denouement  is  what  may  be  designated 
as  dramatic  recall.  This  device  is  the  reverse  of  the  process  of  fore- 
shadowing which  we  have  considered  in  connection  with  the  func- 
tions of  exposition.  Dramatic  recall  points  back  to  the  objects,  cir- 
cumstances, or  motifs  which  have  been  prepared  for  by  the  process 
of  foreshadowing.  A  convenient  example  of  dramatic  recall  is  the 
fulfilment,  one  after  the  other,  of  the  three  prophecies  as  to  Mac- 
beth's  fate  which  that  hero  had  wrung  from  the  witches  in  the 
third  act  of  that  play.  A  more  subtle  instance,  less  evidently  a  part 
of  the  plot-structure  of  the  play  is  the  recurrence  at  the  very  end  of 
Rosmersholm  of  the  symbolic  figure  of  the  white  horses,  with  which 
that  play  had  prophetically  opened.  Almost  any  play,  if  carefully 
studied,  will  furnish  some  instances  of  this  particular  effect.  It  has 
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a  peculiarly  gratifying  emotional  result;  it  furnishes  on  the  affective 
level  instances  of  expectations  gratified,  and  goals  achieved,  which 
the  denouement  as  a  whole  exhibits  on  the  sides  of  plot  and  char- 
acterization. It  frequently  gives  the  audience  an  opportunity,  self- 
congratulatorily  to  say,  "I  told  you  so,"  as  it  recalls  its  own  alert 
seizings  upon  unobtrusive  foreshadowings  as  probably  significant. 
Like  the  device  of  foreshadowing,  it  is  a  not  unimportant  device  of 
coherence,  serving  to  tie  up  neatly  ends  of  motifs  that  otherwise 
might  seem  untidy  and  frayed;  it  assists  in  making  the  play  seem 
an  efficient  structural  entity. 

One  other  aspect  of  the  denouement  needs  brief  consideration. 
A  desirable  feature  of  any  satisfying  denouement  is  a  feeling  of 
completeness,  of  adequacy,  arising  from  the  contemplation  of  an 
appropriate  conclusiveness.  In  comedy,  this  emotion  is  likely  to  be 
much  simpler  than  it  is  in  tragedy.  In  comedy,  it  is  usually  noth- 
ing more  subtle  than  the  warm  pleasant  glow  induced  by  a  more 
or  less  beatifically  happy  ending,  or,  in  realistic  comedy,  a  moral 
delight  in  that  accurate  distribution  of  rewards  and  punishment 
which  art  furnishes  rather  more  frequently  than  life.  The  emo- 
tion of  appropriate  conclusiveness  in  tragedy  is  more  complex.  It 
was  first  indicated  by  Aristotle  by  the  much  discussed  term  cathar- 
sis. Whatever  meaning  Aristotle  intended  to  attach  to  this  rather 
unfortunate  metaphor,  it  is  true  that  most  classical  or  romantic 
tragedies  succeed  in  creating  in  connection  with  the  catastrophe  an 
emotion  that  is  singularly  agreeable  and  serene.  The  source  of  this 
emotion  is  not  so  easy  to  distinguish  as  the  existence  of  the  emo- 
tion itself.  It  is  likely  to  be  associated,  curiously  enough,  with  the 
death  of  the  protagonist.  If  the  audience  has  shared  at  all  deeply 
in  the  sequence  of  emotions  provoked  by  the  hero's  career,  his  death 
means,  at  the  least,  a  termination  of  his  sufferings,  with  the  ac- 
companiment of  more  or  less  alleviation.  The  alleviation  may  arise 
from  the  consciousness  that  at  the  worst  the  hero  is  beyond  suffer- 
ing, that,  in  the  magnificent  dying  words  of  Hamlet,  "The  rest  is 
silence."  The  alleviation  may  also  arise  from  the  perception  that 
something  at  least  of  the  hero's  mission  has  been  attained  despite 
his  death.  More  subtly,  it  may  be  projected  from  the  hero's  desperate 
serenity  in  the  face  of  the  worst  that  life  can  do  to  him.  There  is 
certainly  a  point  beyond  which  further  suffering  is  impossible.  Once 
the  hero  and  the  audience  reach  this  point,  as  in  the  finale  of 
CEdipus  Rex,  a  kind  of  stoical  calm  develops  which  promises  seren- 
ity of  a  kind,  even  though  it  be  the  serenity  of  despair. 

In  certain  plays,  it  is  possible  to  study  the  mechanism  of  this 
ultimate  emotion.  In  Euripides'  Hippolytus,  for  example,  a  very 
effective  example  of  this  alleviating  emotion  is  furnished  by  the 
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appearance  of  Artemis,  with  her  words  of  consolation  to  the  tor- 
tured and  dying  hero,  and  her  capacity  to  lessen  the  pain  of  the 
immediate  circumstance  by  viewing  it  sub  specie  ceternitatis.  The 
use  of  the  deus  ex  machina  here  does  not  involve  a  cutting  of  the 
threads  of  the  problem  created  by  the  plot;  instead,  the  goddess's 
mission  is  purely  emotional  and  consolatory. 

Many  modern  tragedies  follow  the  models  of  ancient  tragedy  in 
their  conclusiveness,  but  the  modern  drama  has  occasionally  ex- 
perimented with  the  indeterminate  conclusion  on  the  theory  that 
life  goes  on  indefinitely  instead  of  coming  to  a  standstill  as  the 
definitely  conclusive  drama  implies.  A  trivial  instance  may  be 
found  in  Noel  Coward's  Hay  Fever,  where  the  final  curtain  de- 
scends on  this  family  of  temperaments  wrangling  as  they  did  at 
the  beginning  of  the  play,  and  as  we  are  certain  they  will  go  on 
doing  till  the  end  of  their  days.  A  more  subtle  example  of  the  in- 
determinate conclusion  is  the  conclusion  of  Granville-Barker's  The 
Madras  House,  where  the  curtain  falls  in  the  midst  of  the  exceed- 
ingly well-bred  argument  between  Philip  and  Jessica  over  the  place 
of  woman  in  modern  society,  for  the  very  good  reason  that  this 
argument  is  itself  without  end. 

But  an  ending  of  the  indeterminate  type  has  its  dangers,  since 
most  audiences  feel  that  a  work  of  dramatic  art  should  be  as  def- 
initely and  distinctly  cut  off  by  a  curtain  from  life,  as  a  painting  is 
by  its  frame. 


CHAPTER  XIII 
CHARACTERIZATION 

Aristotle's  critical  dictum  that  of  the  two  elements,  character  and 
plot,  plot  is  the  indispensable  element,  raised  a  critical  controversy 
over  which  gallons  of  ink  have  been  spilt.  Fortunately,  it  is  not 
necessary  for  us  to  come  to  a  definite  conclusion  as  to  the  validity 
of  this  observation.  But  the  raising  of  the  question  points,  at  any 
rate,  to  the  obvious  fact  that  the  problem  of  characterization  is  one 
of  the  major  technical  problems  forced  upon  the  dramatist,  even  if 
it  is  not  the  major  problem.  And  a  moment's  consideration  of  the 
elements  of  the  art  of  telling  a  story,  in  or  out  of  the  dramatic  form, 
will  suggest  the  reasons  for  the  importance  of  this  problem.  The 
outline  of  a  story,  a  coherent  sequence  of  events,  may  be  so  strik- 
ing, so  novel,  that  our  curiosity  and  interest  may  be  awakened  by 
the  barest  summary  of  it.  But  such  an  interest  is  of  only  the  most 
superficial  sort.  The  summary  of  the  plot  of  Hamlet,  with  no 
touches  of  characterization,  might  well  attract  us  by  the  fullness, 
diversity,  and  violence  of  its  incidents.  But  Hamlet  becomes  eter- 
nally absorbing,  over  and  above  our  interest  in  what  happens, 
through  our  tremendous  preoccupation  with  the  sort  of  persons 
involved  in  this  particular  sequence  of  events.  So,  in  both  life  and 
art,  while  we  may  be  struck  at  once  by  the  novelty  or  strangeness 
of  an  incident,  we  are  at  once  moved  to  inquire  the  sort  of  persons 
involved,  and  it  is  only  when  we  have  learned  something  of  their 
nature  that  the  incident  begins  to  arouse  a  complex  series  of  feel- 
ings and  emotions  and  values  that  give  the  incident  significance. 

Before  entering  upon  a  consideration  of  the  technique  of  dramatic 
characterization,  we  should  make  clear  some  of  the  practical  limi- 
tations of  characterization  in  the  drama.  In  respect  to  characteriza- 
tion in  particular,  it  is  never  safe  to  forget  that  the  drama  is  not 
life,  and  that  life  is  not  drama.  Since  drama  is  a  form  of  art,  it 
always  involves  a  process  of  selection,  simplification,  and  abstrac- 
tion from  the  raw  materials  that  life  or  literature  furnishes  the  artist. 
Therefore,  we  may  expect  to  find  in  the  drama  a  simplification 
and  clarification  of  traits  and  motives  which  only  highly  analytical 
persons  ever  arrive  at  in  their  contemplation  of  real  people. 

For  it  is  the  duty  of  the  dramatist  to  make  his  characters  and 
their  traits  and  motives  so  clear  that  they  will  be  almost  if  not  quite 
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intelligible  to  an  attentive  audience.  In  life,  although  we  are  forced 
to  arrive  at  some  hypothesis  as  to  the  motivation  of  characters  with 
whom  we  are  closely  associated,  and  although  we  are  sometimes 
accurate  in  our  diagnosis,  yet  we  can  never  be  perfectly  sure  of  it 
as  the  playwright  is  perfectly  sure  of  the  traits  and  motives  of  his 
characters,  since  he  has  a  means  of  access  to  the  characters  he  has 
created  which  is  denied  us  in  even  intimate  relations  with  human 
beings. 

By  reason  of  the  artist's  process  of  simplification  and  clarification, 
we  are  likely  to  feel  that  we  \now  certain  characters  in  the  drama 
better  than  we  know  persons  with  whom  we  have  been  closely 
associated  in  real  life.  In  all  probability,  we  know  Hamlet's  mother 
more  intimately  than  we  know  our  own.  Certainly  it  is  possible 
for  us  to  know  a  completely  rendered  character  like  Falstafl  bet- 
ter than  we  know  ourselves.  Moreover,  since  the  drama  is  an  art 
and  not  life,  we  should  guard  against  the  tendency  to  bring  all 
the  characters  we  encounter  in  the  drama  to  the  test  of  our  con- 
ception of  human  nature  and  human  conduct.  We  should  never 
allow  ourselves  to  echo  Judge  Brack's  remark  in  Hedda  Gabler, 
"People  don't  do  such  things."  Very  probably  people  in  Judge 
Brack's  set  did  not  do  such  things,  but  Hedda,  it  turned  out,  did 
not  behave  exactly  in  accordance  with  the  conventions  of  her  set, 
because  she  was  not  a  perfectly  conventional  woman.  We  must 
allow  the  playwright  to  represent  and  to  interpret,  according  to 
the  conventions  of  his  time  and  in  the  light  of  his  own  psychologi- 
cal insight,  any  kind  of  human  being,  and  we  must  attempt  to 
understand  such  a  human  being  and  to  measure  his  plausibility 
on  the  playwright's  own  terms.  Such  an  open-mindedness  is  of  the 
very  essence  of  esthetic  development  and  education. 

Type  and  Individual  Characterization 

Nor  should  we  allow  ourselves  to  be  enslaved  by  the  realistic 
dictum  that  all  characters  must  be  characterized  as  individuals.  The 
number  of  type-characterizations  in  the  drama  is  infinitely  larger 
than  the  number  of  individual  characterizations.  Logically  it  is 
possible  to  conceive  of  a  character  that  is  completely  a  type,  and 
not  at  all  an  individual,  or  of  an  individual  that  is  in  no  respect  a 
type.  Practically,  and  artistically,  such  a  complete  severance  of  type 
and  individual  is  incredible.  In  actual  life,  of  course,  every  living 
organism  is  an  individual,  no  matter  how  completely  his  individual 
nature  may  be  submerged  beneath  the  characteristics  of  the  class 
or  type  to  which  he  belongs.  He  may  share  most  of  the  views,  most 
of  the  feelings  and  attitudes,  most  of  the  habits  of  his  type,  and  yet, 
there  are  elements  in  his  physical  and  psychological  entity  which 
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give  him  individual  existence  and  separate  identity.-^  Probably  the 
farthest  reach  in  the  direction  of  the  typical  in  characterization 
is  the  universalized  type  of  the  morality  plays.^  Everyman,  Hu- 
manum  Genus,  and  Mankind  are  in  varying  degrees  universalized, 
but  even  here  the  dramatist  is  forced  to  give  his  typical  figures  some 
characteristics  that  are  less  than  universal.  Everyman,  for  instance, 
unlike  every  human  being,  is  wealthy,  worldly,  sophisticated,  self- 
centered,  and  forgetful  of  his  religious  obligations  and  responsibili- 
ties; certainly  an  audience  witnessing  a  powerful  production  of 
Everyman  is  likely  to  see  him  in  terms  of  the  personality  of  the 
actor  taking  the  part.^  On  a  less  abstract  scale  are  the  characters 
that  represent  classes.  Dramatists  have  profited  heavily  from  the 
attempt  to  distinguish  the  characteristics  appropriate  to  a  particular 
professional  or  social  type.  The  merchant,  the  lawyer,  the  slave,  the 
soldier,  the  parasite,  the  nurse — all  these  and  many  others  are  in- 
stances of  convenient  and  credible  type-characterizations.  Indeed, 
in  Roman  comedy,  as  we  have  seen,  the  only  characterization  the 
dramatist  attempted  was  type-characterization,  and  there  seems  to 
have  been  no  sense  of  constraint  in  his  limitation  of  characters  to 
types  already  defined  in  the  New  Comedy  of  the  Greeks.  Interest- 
ing illustrations  of  skill  in  type-characterization  in  the  early  Eng- 
lish drama  exist  in  John  Heywood's  farce.  The  Four  PP's.  Here, 
the  method  of  characterization,  the  dramatic  monologue,  shows  an 
incomplete  break  from  the  technique  of  characterization  in  fiction; 
harks  back,  indeed,  to  the  method  of  Chaucer  in  his  Prologue.  Yet, 
the  fullness  of  the  detail  and  the  richness  of  the  reflected  experience 
succeed  in  convincing  us  that  we  are  viewing,  not  a  typical  Par- 
doner, 'Pothecary,  Pedlar,  and  Palmer,  but  fairly  highly  individual- 
ized examples  of  their  particular  trades  and  professions. 
Types  are,  of  course,  of  various  sorts:   professional,   domestic, 

1  So  telling  a  type-characterization  as  Sinclair  Lewis'  Babbitt  could  after  all  be 
distinguished  by  certain  earmarks  of  individuality  from  Smith  and  Robinson  and 
Jones.  Indeed,  having  established  Babbitt  successfully  as  a  national  type,  Lewis  was 
driven,  by  the  necessity  of  action,  to  show  Babbitt  emerging  from  his  typical  nature 
and  habits,  developing  a  lively  dissatisfaction  with  them,  in  other  words,  in  becoming 
far  more  individualized  than  he  seemed  on  first  acquaintance. 

2  Professor  W.  Roy  Mackenzie,  in  his  English  Morality  Play  (Boston:  Ginn  and 
Company,  1914)  has  distinguished  between  personified  abstractions  and  universalized 
types.  Of  the  former  sort,  are  Mercy,  Charity,  Backbiting,  Corrupt  Collusion,  etc. 
Certainly,  in  some  of  these  instances,  one  can  be  said  to  have  "character"  in  only  a 
superficial  and  mechanical  sense. 

^  An  interesting  illustration  of  the  tendency  of  the  type-character  to  take  on  individual 
characteristics  may  be  found  in  the  sixteenth-century  morality  play.  Mankind,  where 
the  evil  characters.  New  Guise,  Nowadays,  and  Nought  (figures  which  indeed  would 
seem  to  be  beyond  anyone's  powers  to  characterize  even  as  types)  are  not  abstract 
types  at  all,  but  contemporary  realistic  knaves  with  a  vulgarity  and  earthiness  that  is 
repellent  but  theatrically  effective. 
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national,  and  social.  Most  types  have  had  an  amazing  vitality  in 
the  history  of  the  drama.  For  many  types  a  direct  line  of  descent 
can  be  traced  from  New  Greek  Comedy  to  the  present  day.  The 
"heavy"  and  the  indulgent  father,  the  prostitute  with  a  heart  of 
gold,  the  witty  and  resourceful  servant,  the  good-natured  hero, 
sowing  his  wild  oats — all  these  and  others  are  instances  of  the 
vitality  of  types  and  of  the  persistence  of  a  dramatic  tradition 
through  Roman  comedy,  the  classical  comedy  of  Jonson,  Restora- 
tion comedy,  the  satirical  comedy  of  Sheridan,  and  the  social  com- 
edy of  the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century.* 

On  the  other  hand,  certain  types  are  of  a  more  immediate  and 
limited  significance.  Such  social  types  as  the  parasite,  the  boast- 
ful soldier,  the  procurer  and  the  procuress,  the  slave-girls  of  Greek 
and  Roman  comedy  tend  to  disappear  from  the  drama  as  they 
disappeared  from  the  actual  life  from  which  the  dramatist  drew 
his  material.  But  convention  is  so  strong  in  the  drama  that  fre- 
quently a  type  survived  long  after  it  had  disappeared  from  real 
life,  or  after  real  life  had  exposed  its  implausibility.  There  seems 
to  be  almost  undying  vitality  in  the  stage-types  of  the  Jew,  the 
Irishman,  the  Swede,  the  Scotchman,  the  Negro,  and  the  Yankee. 
Generations  after  the  public  has  come  to  realize  the  inadequacy  of 
the  representation,  it  will  get  a  certain  amount  of  amusement  from 
the  caricature  of  its  own  or  other  nationals  to  which  it  has  become 
accustomed  in  the  theater. 

As  one  moves  away  from  the  universalized  type  through  the 
national  or  professional  type,  he  approaches  the  realm  of  indi- 
vidual characterization.  But  even  here,  there  remains  some  element 
of  the  typical.  Logically,  the  completely  individualized  character 
would  be  unique,  and  therefore  unintelligible,  since  he  would  have 
nothing  in  common  with  any  sort  of  recognizable  person.  So  it 
is,  that,  in  even  highly  individualized  characterization,  the  char- 
acter is,  at  least  in  some  aspects  of  his  character,  typical.  Even 
such  individualized  characters  as  Hamlet  and  Falstaff  have  some 
of  the  traits  of  certain  familiar  Renaissance  types.  In  one  aspect  of 
his  nature,  Hamlet  is  the  "melancholy  malcontent."  In  one  aspect 
of  Falstafl's  nature,  he  is  the  braggart  soldier;  in  another,  the  ale- 
house jester;  in  still  another,  the  parasite.  What  we  call  individual 

*  The  persistence  of  such  types  is  clearly  demonstrated  by  an  actor's  description  of 
conditions  in  late  nineteenth-century  English  stock  companies.  "In  a  full  company  of 
actors  there  was  always  to  be  found  a  representative  for  every  particular  style  of 
character  in  the  plays — 'the  leading  man,'  'the  heavy  man,'  'the  first  old  man,' 
'the  juvenile  tragedian,'  'the  low  comedian,'  'the  walking  gentleman,'  'the  leading 
lady,'  'the  juvenile  lady,'  'the  first  old  woman,'  'the  chamber-maid  or  soubrette! 
etc.  etc."  Frank  Archer,  How  to  Write  a  Good  Play  (London.  Sampson  Low,  Marston, 
1892),  0.  121. 
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characterization  is  really  a  unique  combination  of  recognizable,  be- 
cause typical,  qualities.  It  is  this  sense  of  a  hitherto  unencountered 
combination  of  elements  that  are  in  their  disparate  state  recogniz- 
able, that  gives  the  effect  of  uniqueness  to  preeminently  successful 
characterization. 

Very  few  realistic  playwrights  have  succeeded  in  individualizing 
all  their  characters.  Even  Ibsen,  one  of  the  greatest  artists  in  real- 
istic characterization,  fell  back  on  easily  available  types  for  some 
of  his  minor  characterizations,  though,  at  his  best,  he  achieves,  as  in 
The  Wild  Duc\,  highly  individualized  characterizations  for  all 
the  major  personages,  and  most  of  the  minor,  and,  in  some  of  his 
plays,  like  Hedda  Gabler  and  ]ohn  Gabriel  Bor\man,  where  he  is 
less  prodigal  of  incidental  figures,  all  the  characters  may  be  said 
to  be  individual  creations. 

In  most  plays  of  almost  any  period,  some  of  the  characters  are 
not  characterized  at  all.  In  drama  of  the  classical  type,  where  the 
personages  are  few,  the  dramatist  usually  attempts  to  indicate  at 
least  the  major  elements  in  each  of  the  main  persons  of  the  drama, 
though  in  the  neo-classical  drama  it  is  utterly  impossible  to  dis- 
tinguish between  one  shadowy  confidant  and  another.  In  dramas 
of  the  romantic  type,  where  the  technique  encouraged  or  necessi- 
tated the  introduction  of  figures  not  only  of  secondary  importance, 
but  of  fourth  or  fifth-rate  importance,  there  is  an  inevitably  de- 
scending scale  of  characterization.  Four  or  five  of  the  major  char- 
acters will  be  depicted  with  some  care,  a  half  dozen  others  will 
be  the  merest  type-sketches,  and  the  rest  will  be  walking  ladies  and 
gentlemen  to  whom  at  most  a  name  and  a  few  lines  of  indistin- 
guishable blank  verse  will  be  assigned.  Whatever  they  contribute 
to  the  drama,  it  is  not  characterization. 

But,  despite  the  limitations  in  the  responsibility  of  the  playwright 
in  the  matter  of  characterization,  it  remains  an  inevitable  and  per- 
sistent problem.  Yet,  just  as  there  are  in  life  ways  of  discovering 
and  understanding  character,  so  the  dramatist  is  able  to  borrow 
from  life  one  or  another  of  the  methods  by  which  we  come  to 
know  the  natures  of  the  persons  with  whom  we  are  concerned. 

Characterization  by  Appearance 

Chronologically,  in  most  instances,  the  first  material  that  is 
available  for  the  understanding  and  interpretation  of  character  is 
personal  appearance.  Even  the  first  sight  of  a  person  furnishes  the 
observant  individual  a  great  deal  of  material  for  consideration  and 
analysis.  For  good  and  all,  we  bring  to  the  observation  of  new 
acquaintances  a  formidable  apparatus  of  assumptions  as  to  the 
significance  of  physique  in  terms  of  character.  Size,  form,  build, 
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posture,  grossness  of  form,  or  emaciation  are  our  first  notations, 
and  a  more  careful  scrutiny  will  reveal  details  of  feature  and  ges- 
ture that  may  almost  immediately  repel  or  attract  us,  or  at  least 
keep  our  curiosity  alive.  The  shape  of  the  nose,  the  clearness  of 
the  eye,  the  condition  of  the  coiffure,  the  teeth  and  mouth,  the 
shape  and  care  of  the  hands — all  furnish  more  or  less  dependable 
guides  to  the  nature  of  the  individual.  And  almost  a  part  of  the 
physique  of  the  individual  are  his  clothes,  and  their  richness  or 
poverty,  their  extravagance  or  tastelessness,  their  neatness  or  shab- 
biness,  enter  immediately  into  our  consciousness  and  furnish  ma- 
terial for  interpretation  and  analysis. 

The  dramatist,  in  particular,  cannot  afford  to  neglect  this  sig- 
nificant element  in  characterization,  and  a  glance  at  almost  any 
drama  will  furnish  illustrations  of  the  importance  of  this  means 
of  characterization.^  It  is  obvious  that  this  method  of  characteriza- 
tion has  distinctly  different  values  for  the  novelist  and  the  drama- 
tist, respectively.  At  first  sight,  it  would  seem  that  this  method  is 
more  suitable  to  the  medium  of  prose-fiction  than  to  that  of  the 
drama.  For  the  novelist  can,  and  sometimes  does,  take  all  the  time 
he  needs  to  describe  in  the  greatest  detail  the  physical  appearance, 
the  gestures,  and  the  clothes  of  his  characters.  The  historical  novels 
of  Scott  are  rich  in  illustrations  of  this  method.  But  there  is  a  dis- 
tinct limitation  to  its  effectiveness.  As  Lessing  demonstrated  in  his 
epoch-making  study  of  aesthetics,  Laocoon,  certain  methods  are 
more  appropriate  to  one  medium  than  to  another,  and  although 
the  art  of  description,  especially  in  modern  literary  prose,  has  been 
carried  to  a  very  high  point  of  skill  and  charm,  elaborate  and  de- 
tailed description  is  likely  to  defeat  its  own  end  since  it  imposes 
on  the  reader  the  necessity  of  visualizing  every  detail  and  of  com- 
bining all  the  details  into  an  intelligible  composition.  This  task  is 
rendered  the  more  difficult,  inasmuch  as  the  novelist  is  forced  to 
give  us  one  detail  after  another  in  point  of  time  and  cannot,  like 
the  sculptor  or  the  dramatist,  give  us  a  total  impression  and  a  con- 
siderable number  of  details  at  a  glance.  The  writer  or  the  reader 
of  the  unacted  drama  is,  of  course,  no  better  off  than  the  novelist 
or  his  reader;  indeed,  he  can  almost  be  said  to  be  worse  off,  since 
it  is  a  convention  of  the  drama  that  elaborate  descriptions  of  the 
dramatis  personce  are  out  of  place  in  stage  directions.  But  the  author 
of  an  acted  drama  has  an  opportunity  to  profit  by  this  method 
that  is  closed  to  the  novelist.  For  the  figures  of  the  dramatist's 
imagination  are  embodied  in  living  actors,  and  even  though  they 
may  fall  far  short  of  being  exactly  what  the  creator  of  the  characters 

^  Nice  historical  and  jesthetic  problems  have  been  raised  by  the  Queen's  remark 
that  Hamlet  is  fat  and  scant  of  breath. 
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had  imagined,  they  give  an  immediate  and  vivid  impression  that 
is  of  the  greatest  assistance  in  stamping  a  figure  on  the  imagination 
and  memory  of  the  audience.^  And  at  the  beck  and  call  of  the  dram- 
atist are  not  only  the  familiar  plasticity  of  the  actor's  temperament, 
but  all  the  resources,  various  in  various  ages,  of  the  costume-designer 
and  the  make-up  box.  So,  although  the  importance  of  the  physical 
element  in  characterization  has  varied  tremendously  from  age  to 
age,  and,  indeed,  from  dramatist  to  dramatist,  it  is  a  resource  that 
neither  the  dramatist  nor  the  producer  can  entirely  neglect. 

One  may  hazard  the  generalization  that  the  physical  element  in 
characterization  is  of  little  or  no  importance  in  classical  drama. 
One  gets,  to  be  sure,  an  impression  of  physical  grandeur  from  the 
personages  of  Greek  tragedy,  but  this  effect  is  due  to  psychological 
rather  than  to  physical  elements.  In  the  comedies  of  an  Elizabethan 
classicist  like  Ben  Jonson,  there  is  a  wealth  of  physical  notations, 
but  Shakespeare  and  the  other  Elizabethan  romantics  furnish  little 
in  the  way  of  descriptive  detail.  Even  so  essential  an  element  as 
Othello's  color  has  been  a  matter  of  critical  disagreement.  But  Cleo- 
patra was  tawny,  Portia's  locks  hung  on  her  shoulders  like  a 
golden  fleece,  and  Rosalind  was  just  as  high  as  Orlando's  heart. 
It  is,  however,  with  modern  realism  that  this  method  of  character- 
ization has  come  into  its  own  in  drama.  So  far  indeed  did  natural- 
ism go  in  its  microscopic  notation  that  there  has  been  a  sharp 
veering  away  from  highly  individualistic  detail  in  the  work  of  an 
expressionist  like  Georg  Kaiser.^ 

Characterization  by  Speech 

A  method  of  characterization  closely  allied  to  physical  descrip- 
tion is  speech,  since  it  involves  an  organ  of  utterance  as  well  as 
something  uttered.^  Though,  in  actual  life,  the  voice  or  the  im- 
pression of  the  voice  will  be  of  importance  according  to  the  subtlety 
of  the  observer,  perhaps  no  part  of  the  physical  equipment  of  per- 
sonality is  so  significant  for  characterization  as  the  voice,  quite 
apart  from  what  the  voice  says.  The  depth,  range,  size,  volume, 
the  nasal  or  throaty,  the  thin  or  rich  quality  of  the  voice  has  enor- 
mous significance  for  dramatist  and  audience  alike.  Both  novelist 

^  The  most  telling  illustration  of  the  divergence  between  characters  as  shaped  by 
the  author's  imagination  and  characters  as  distorted  by  embodiment  in  conventional 
actors  and  actresses  is  Pirandello's  Six  Characters  in  Search  of  an  Author,  an  experi- 
mental drama  that  furnishes  dozens  of  illustrations  of  dramatic  and  theatrical  technique 
and  of  the  abyss  that  lies  between  the  drama  and  life. 

^  See,  in  particular,  his  Gas  trilogy,  in  which  the  central  figures  are  no  more 
detailed  than  the  Billionaire,  the  Billionaire's  Son,  and  the  Billionaire  Worker. 

8  We  shall  consider  dialogue  as  a  separate  technical  element  later,  but  its  significance 
for  characterization  necessitates  mention  of  it  here. 
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and  dramatist  can  indicate  the  qualities  o£  the  voices  they  have 
imagined,  but  the  dramatist,  if  he  is  lucky,  will  find  actors  and 
actresses  with  voices  that  enhance  his  imagined  utterances. 

But,  beyond  the  physical  qualities  of  the  voice,  is  the  significance 
of  what  the  voice  utters.  Of  this  method,  the  novelist  and  the  drama- 
tist are  equally  free.  Both  can  endow  their  mannikins,  if  they  have 
the  power,  with  characteristic  telling  utterances.  Through  the  lan- 
guage chosen,  the  freshness  or  sterility  of  the  phrasing,  the  degree 
of  cultural  elevation,  the  refinement  or  vulgarity,  the  range  and 
brilliance  of  the  figures,  many  of  the  intellectual  and  emotional  at- 
tributes of  the  characters  can  be  suggested.  Wit,  stupidity,  crassness 
or  sensitiveness,  the  prosaic  or  the  imaginative — impressions  of  all 
these  qualities  come  to  us  through  the  words  put  into  the  mouths 
of  characters  by  novelist  or  dramatist. 

Speech  can  furnish,  then,  a  variously  trustworthy  guide  to  an 
understanding  of  the  character  we  would  learn  to  know.  The  pri- 
mary critical  consideration,  perhaps,  is  whether  or  not  the  speech  is 
characteristic,  whether  or  not  the  language,  the  ideas,  the  feelings 
indicated  are  those  which  we  can  associate  plausibly  with  the  char- 
acters as  otherwise  indicated.  Another  question  that  criticism  of 
speech  must  raise  is  that  of  the  reliability  of  the  utterance.  Does  the 
character  express  himself  honestly  or  hypocritically?  Can  one  be- 
lieve what  the  character  says  of  himself  and  of  others?  The  novelist 
may  indicate  the  reliability  of  a  remark  or  a  habit  of  speech  by  a 
comment  approximating  a  stage  direction.  The  dramatist,  like  the 
novelist,  may  imbed  in  the  speech  itself  some  hint  of  irony  or  hypoc- 
risy; he  may  indicate  the  nature  of  the  remark  by  an  aside  or  a 
stage  direction.  But  the  dramatist,  while  he  must  rely  upon  the 
actor  to  carry  out  his  intention,  can  trust  experienced  actors  to 
achieve  an  effectiveness  that  the  novelist's  stage  directions  can  never 
give. 

Characterization  by  Opinion 

Only  less  important  than  what  the  character  says  is  what  the  other 
characters  say  about  him.  Here  again,  art  has  adapted  a  familiar 
technique  of  actual  social  intercourse.  In  our  understanding  and 
judgment  of  a  newly  encountered  individual,  we  are  constantly 
in  the  habit  of  checking  the  conclusions  based  upon  our  impressions 
of  the  individual's  appearance  and  speech  with  the  conclusions  of 
other  persons  more  familiar  with  the  object  of  our  interest.  The 
process  involves,  of  course,  weighing  the  evidence  offered  on  the 
ground  of  the  reliability  of  the  witness.  If  he  is  unobservant,  ma- 
licious, conventional  or  sentimental,  the  weight  we  give  his  ob- 
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servation  will  be  correspondingly  lessened.  If,  on  the  other  hand, 
he  is  shrewd,  subtle,  worldly,  and  tolerant,  we  shall  endeavor  to 
make  our  judgment  coincide  with  his. 

No  dramatist  can  afford  to  neglect  this  method  of  characteriza- 
tion, for,  if  skilfully  used,  it  will  go  perhaps  as  far  as  any  technical 
method  can  go,  in  giving  us  a  rounded  impression  of  the  character 
by  furnishing  a  social  atmosphere  with  its  approvals  and  disappro- 
bations, and  by  creating  a  world  of  personality  values  through 
which  the  figure  moves  successfully  or  unsuccessfully.  The  most 
elaborate  use  of  this  technique  that  comes  to  mind  is  to  be  found 
in  Hamlet.  Certainly  one  of  the  reasons  why  Hamlet  seems  per- 
haps the  most  complex  and  complete  of  Shakespeare's  characteriza- 
tions is  the  fact  that  Shakespeare  has  taken  pains,  sometimes  at  the 
cost  of  slowing  up  the  development  of  the  plot,  to  show  us  Hamlet 
in  isolated  and  distinct  relationship  with  all  the  major  figures  of 
the  play,  and  some  of  the  minor.  The  lucid  soul  of  Horatio  fur- 
nishes perhaps  the  clearest  mirror  for  the  reflection  of  Hamlet's 
most  attractive  side,  but  Claudius,  Gertrude,  and  Ophelia,  in  their 
comments  upon  him  and  reactions  to  him,  offer  innumerable  clues 
to  his  many-sided  nature.  One  of  the  most  elaborate  instances  of 
Shakespeare's  use  of  this  device  is  Polonius'  consciously  assumed 
and  conscientiously  pursued  intention  of  plumbing  the  secret  of 
Hamlet's  behavior,  and,  if  his  well-meant  efforts  avail  little  in  the 
elucidation  of  Hamlet's  mystery,  they  have  a  tremendous  import  for 
the  not  unenigmatical  character  of  the  professional  observer,  him- 
self. No  less  significant  is  Hamlet's  sportive  impatience  with  the 
doting  counselor  and  his  jestful  stimulation  of  the  latter's  imagina- 
tion. Even  such  colorless  figures  as  Rosencrantz  and  Guildenstern, 
dull  and  unethical  and  bawdy  University  students,  give  us  a  view, 
however  mean  and  distorted,  of  Prince  Hamlet.  With  the  possible 
exception  of  Lear,  no  other  character  in  Shakespeare  is  illuminated 
from  so  many  and  so  diverse  points  of  view.  Unquestionably,  this 
is  one  of  the  reasons  why  Hamlet  is  perhaps  the  greatest  piece  of 
characterization  in  all  dramatic  literature. 

Characterization  by  Thoughts 

To  the  novelist  is  available  a  means  of  characterization  that,  in 
the  main,  is  denied  the  dramatist,  namely,  the  revelation  of  char- 
acter through  the  thoughts  of  the  person  concerned.  The  degree, 
of  course,  to  which  the  novelist  exerts  his  privilege  of  taking  ofif  the 
lid  and  looking  into  the  minds  of  his  characters  will  depend  upon 
the  degree  of  objectivity  or  subjectivity  that  he  adopts  for  the  tell- 
ing of  his  story.  Like  most  dramatists,  he  may  deny  himself  the 
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taking  of  this  unfair  advantage  of  the  characters  that  he  has  cre- 
ated. But,  by  and  large,  noveHsts  have  not  been  able  to  resist  the 
temptation  to  use  the  directest  road  to  knowledge  of  their  crea- 
tions by  letting  us  behold  their  most  secret  and  intricate  mental 
processes,  processes  of  which  in  even  the  modern  psychoanalytical 
novel,  the  character  himself  may  not  be  entirely  aware. 

But  the  dramatist  has  not  always  been  able  to  resist  the  utiliza- 
tion of  this  important  device  of  characterization.  In  the  highly 
conventional  neo-classical  drama  of  the  seventeenth  and  eighteenth 
centuries,  dramatist  after  dramatist  had  recourse  to  the  somewhat 
preposterous  expedient  of  supplying  each  of  his  major  characters 
with  a  confidant  to  whom  the  hero  might  unburden  himself.  The 
confidant's  lot  was  certainly  not  a  happy  one.  He  was  not  per- 
mitted to  have  personality  or  emotions  or  opinions  of  a  marked  or 
individual  sort.  At  worst  and  at  best,  he  was  an  animated  confes- 
sional, an  almost  passive  recipient  of  the  unburdened  ideas  and 
emotions  of  the  figure  to  whom  he  was  attached.  He  was  con- 
demned not  only  to  listen  interminably  and  unperturbedly  but 
also  to  take  no  part  in  an  action  that  was  obviously  inclined  in  a 
tragic  direction.^ 

But  the  confidant  is  not  the  only  technical  device  by  which  dram- 
atists have  found  it  possible  to  utilize  the  rich  psychological  ma- 
terial of  thought  and  feeling.  More  economical  devices  than  the 
confidant  are  the  aside  and  the  soliloquy.  Under  the  influence  of 
the  realistic  movement,  both  these  technical  devices  have  fallen  into 
disrepute,  but  the  temporary  contempt  that  has  been  visited  upon 
them  is  not  altogether  deserved  in  the  light  of  their  ancient  and 
honorable  history. 

The  Aside 

The  aside  has  been  a  more  important  element  in  the  history  of 
comedy  than  of  serious  drama,  probably  because  it  was  one  of  the 
most  obvious  means  of  emphasizing  the  element  of  incongruity, 
which  is  so  significant  for  most  comic  effects.  The  aside  is  an 
almost  too  easy  device  for  reveafing  directly  and  immediately  to 
the  audience  the  discrepancy  between  what  the  character  says  and 
what  he  feels,  between  the  appearance  of  courage  and  the  actuality 
of  cowardice,  between  the  innocence  of  the  announced  intention  and 
the  malice  of  the  actual  purpose.  The  comedies  of  Plautus  are  to 
our  taste  over-ridden  with  this  device,  but  its  antiquity  is  but  a 

8  It  is  worth  observing,  perhaps,  that  to  a  certain  extent  the  chorus  of  Greek 
tragedy  fulfilled  the  function  of  a  confidant.  Here,  too,  the  exigencies  of  the  situation 
and  the  convention  prevented  the  chorus'  taking  part  in  the  action,  even  when  acting 
on  the  information  imparted  to  them  might  have  prevented  disaster. 
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circumstance  to  its  vitality,  since  it  has  thriven  in  almost  all  types 
of  comedy  and  is  still  one  of  the  devices  surest  to  arouse  laughter 
in  vaudeville  sketches  or  revue  skits. 

To  us,  the  objections  to  the  aside  are  more  obvious  than  its  ad- 
vantages. With  our  insistence  that  at  least  in  modern  drama  the 
action  and  the  dialogue  shall  be,  within  limits,  an  exact  representa- 
tion of  the  surfaces  of  life  as  we  know  it,  there  is  no  place  for  a 
momentary  interruption  of  the  illusion  that  we  are  innocently  eaves- 
dropping on  a  conversation  conducted  as  conversations  are  con- 
ducted in  real  life.  Such  an  interruption  of  the  conscious  give-and- 
take  of  talk  seems  to  us  crude  and  unwarrantable.  We  expect  our 
dramatists  to  use  more  subtle  means  of  conveying  to  us  their  char- 
acters' inner  mental  and  emotional  life.  But  it  may  very  well  be 
argued  that  the  demands  of  realism  are  excessive,  and  that,  since 
the  drama  is  art  and  not  life,  and  since  it  is,  accordingly,  permeated 
with  conventions,  the  convention  of  the  aside  should  be  accepted, 
not  only  theoretically  but  practically.  If  the  dramatist  uses  it  ef- 
fectively, the  argument  against  its  illogicality  or  its  unreality  is 
entirely  beside  the  point. 

The  Soliloquy 

The  soliloquy  is  a  dramatic  device  for  the  revelation  of  character 
to  which  more  serious  attention  must  be  given.  Logically  and 
practically,  it  is  a  speaking  aloud  of  the  character's  feelings  and 
ideas,  an  objectification  of  intimate  and  personal  psychological  ma- 
terial. The  source  in  life  of  this  convenient  device  is  obvious,  since 
what  has  come  to  be  called  in  recent  times  the  "interior  mono- 
logue," the  stream  of  consciousness  in  which  observation,  percep- 
tion, sensation,  feeling,  emotions,  and  ideas  are  all  involved,  is  an 
omnipresent  phenomenon  in  the  experience  of  any  normally  self- 
observant  person.  The  soliloquy,  then,  is  merely  a  conventional 
device  by  which  the  dramatist  utilizes  the  material  of  this  aspect 
of  experience.  The  plausibility  of  it  is  considerably  increased  by 
the  phenomenon  of  "thinking  out  loud,"  a  habit  common  enough 
not  to  be  regarded  as  psychopathic. 

Once  the  device  had  been  hit  upon,  its  utility  was  obvious.  It  is 
the  directest,  the  most  unhampered  method  of  placing  the  audience 
in  immediate  rapport  with  the  character's  opinion  of  himself  and 
others,  his  interpretation  of  the  preceding  action,  and  his  intention 
with  regard  to  future  action.  It  brings  us  as  close  to  the  heart  of  a 
character  as  it  is  possible  for  the  dramatist  to  get.  Nor  is  the  device 
less  convenient  in  other  functions.  The  soliloquy  in  classical  trag- 
edy was  frequently  used  at  the  beginning  of  a  piece  as  a  prologue, 
to  refresh  the  memories  of  the  audience  as  to  the  circumstances  of 
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the  story  to  be  revealed,  to  indicate,  sometimes  with  considerable 
distinctness,  the  lines  of  the  ensuing  action,  and  to  establish  a  mood 
and  tone.  In  classical  comedy,  the  opening  soliloquy  has  something 
of  the  nature  of  a  prologue,  and  something  less  of  the  nature  of 
the  true  soliloquy.  Unlike  the  opening  soliloquy  in  tragedy,  the 
prologue  in  comedy  may  be  spoken  by  a  personage,  hardly  at  all 
connected  with  the  ensuing  action.  His  ingratiating  addresses  to 
the  audience  and  his  gratuitous  summaries  of  the  drama  to  be 
revealed  suggest  a  degradation  in  the  sensibility  of  the  audience  of 
which  the  history  of  the  theater  supplies  other  evidence.  Even  in 
this  crude  utilization  of  the  soliloquy-prologue,  the  raison  d'etre  is 
apparent:  to  establish  a  friendly  relation  between  audience  and 
play;  to  enlighten  the  audience,  if  in  need  of  enlightenment;  and 
to  serve,  in  a  manner  of  speaking,  as  the  unprinted  program  of  the 
piece  to  be  witnessed.  The  frequent  utilization  of  the  soliloquy  in 
the  drama  of  the  English  Renaissance  is  one  of  the  many  evidences 
of  the  classical  influence  on  that  romantic  period.  Here  again  there 
is  a  slight  confusion  between  the  opening  soliloquy  spoken  usually 
by  a  figure  traditionally  and  somewhat  absurdly  called  the  Chorus 
and  the  veritable  soliloquy  which  reveals  the  nature  and  intent  of  a 
major  personage.  Within  the  structure  of  the  drama  itself,  play- 
wrights of  the  English  Renaissance  utilized  the  soliloquy  to  expose 
an  emotional  crisis  or  a  process  of  weighing  plans  of  action  or  mo- 
tives before  embarking  upon  one  or  another  potential  enterprise. 
Such  is  obviously  the  case  with  a  number  of  the  most  famous  of  all 
soliloquies,  those  of  Hamlet.  The  soliloquy  beginning  "To  be  or 
not  to  be"  debates  the  pressing  problem  of  suicide;  the  soliloquy 
occasioned  by  Hamlet's  catching  the  King  at  prayer  debates  whether 
or  not  it  will  serve  his  purpose  to  murder  the  King  under  such 
circumstances.  In  other  situations,  the  soliloquy  is  a  means  of  self- 
analysis,  self-estimation,  or  reproach,  which  adds  immeasurably  to 
our  knowledge  of  Hamlet's  complex  nature.  Indeed,  the  contribu- 
tion of  the  soliloquies  to  the  compHcation  of  Hamlet's  character 
can  be  tested  crudely  by  reading  the  play  without  the  soliloquies. 
Neo-classical  French  tragedy  avoided,  as  we  have  seen,  the  un- 
reality of  the  soliloquy  by  the  device  of  the  confidant.  In  plays  writ- 
ten under  some  semblance  of  the  romantic  tradition,  the  soUloquy 
is  to  be  found  in  even  quite  recent  times.  A  noteworthy  soliloquy 
in  French  romantic  drama  is  that  of  Charles  V  at  the  tomb  of 
Charlemagne  in  Hugo's  Hernani.  It  does,  to  be  sure,  prepare  the 
way  for  a  decision  on  Charles'  part  significant  for  the  denouement 
of  the  drama,  but  it  is  somewhat  too  rich  in  poetic  and  historical 
ornamentation  to  impress  English  readers,  as  it  does,  traditionally, 
the  French. 
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w  The  realistic  movement  in  the  drama  has  been  markedly  hostile 

to  so  unrealistic  a  technical  device  as  the  soliloquy,  and  in  the  se- 
rious drama  since  Ibsen  the  soliloquy  is  an  infrequent  occurrence. 
Its  place  is  sometimes  taken  by  a  passage  of  pantomime  which  goes 
a  little  distance  in  suggesting  the  psychological  subtleties  of  which 
the  soliloquy  is  capable.  Enough  perhaps  has  been  said  to  explain 
the  appearance  of  the  soliloquy  as  a  device  of  characterization,  and 
to  suggest  its  potentialities  in  the  way  of  psychological  notations, 
of  emotional  stresses  and  strains,  and  of  intellectual  elevation  and 
beauty. 

The  tremendous  psychological  riches  which  modern  science  has 
revealed  to  contemporary  playwrights  have  tempted  a  number  of 
them  to  revert  to  devices  similar  to,  or  identical  with,  the  aside  and 
the  soliloquy.  The  most  striking  example  familiar  to  American 
readers  is  Eugene  O'Neill's  Strange  Interlude  which  with  some 
over-elaborateness  but  with  great  effectiveness  utilizes  this  ancient 
device  with  some  traditional  and  some  modern  effects.  German 
Expressionists  as  well,  in  their  attempt  to  stage  the  essential  reality 
behind  the  mask  of  appearances,  have  reverted  to  the  soliloquy  as 
a  medium  for  setting  forth  most  private  feelings  and  attitudes.  Note 
for  instance  the  soliloquy  which  composes  the  third  scene  of 
Kaiser's  From  Morn  to  Midnight,  where  the  absconding  cashier 
speaks  with  a  poetic  and  imaginative  intensity  alien  to  his  customary 
habits  of  expression. 

Characterization  by  Action 

Since  the  essence  of  the  drama  is  the  representation  of  action,  in 
drama,  whether  of  a  serious  or  trivial  sort,  one  of  the  major  modes 
of  characterization  is  action  itself.  For,  in  life  as  in  art,  what  a 
person  does  or  does  not  do,  his  behavior  in  and  out  of  crisis,  and 
the  exactness  or  inexactness  with  which  he  achieves  his  objectives, 
have  undeniable  significance  in  terms  of  character. 

The  particular  problem  involved  in  exhibiting  character  through 
action  (a  problem  utterly  different  from  that  of  what  action  can  be 
successfully  exhibited  on  the  stage  or  what  action  should  be  ex- 
hibited on  the  stage)  is  that  of  achieving  a  convincing  relationship 
between  character  and  action.  The  character  may  be  strikingly  ap- 
pealing or  repellent;  the  action  may  be  picturesque  or  terrifying 
or  mirth-provoking;  but  unless  the  relationship  between  character 
and  action  is  established  and  maintained,  plausibility  and  persua- 
siveness will  be  sacrificed,  and  the  integrity  of  the  play  be  seriously 
threatened.  This  problem  of  the  relationship  between  character  and 
action  may  best  be  approached  from  the  point  of  view  of  motiva- 
tion. Underlying  the  relationship  is  the  assumption  that  there  are, 
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there  must  be,  adequate  reasons,  adequate  causes  for  either  trivial 
or  consequential  actions  upon  the  stage,  that  nothing  must  be  done 
that  cannot  be  explained  and  understood  in  terms  of  the  natures, 
the  intentions,  and  the  motives  of  the  actors  themselves.  In  other 
words,  the  assumption  is  that  of  the  basic  psychological  causation 
of  behavior.  It  is  not  implied  that  all  actions  are  the  consequences 
of  the  reasoning  powers  of  the  character;  such  a  representation  of 
human  action  would  be  a  falsification  of  all  we  know  of  human 
nature,  but  it  is  implied  that  every  action  must  be  explicable  in 
terms  of  the  temperament,  the  feelings  and  emotions,  the  instincts 
and  appetencies,  the  reasoning  powers  and  the  ideas  of  the  char- 
acter in  question.  The  actions  must  be  intelligible  in  the  light  of 
what  we  have  been  told  and  what  we  can  safely  assume  with  regard 
to  the  characters  involved. 

Motivation 

The  demands  in  the  way  of  motivation  vary  directly  with  the 
general  nature  of  the  particular  play.  In  plays  of  a  tragic  or  problem 
type  where  momentous  actions  are  concerned,  the  demands  in  the 
way  of  motivation  are  very  much  higher  than  in  lighter  plays  of 
the  comedy  or  farce-comedy  types.  We  are  certainly  justified  in  re- 
fusing to  take  seriously  a  supposedly  serious  drama  in  which  life- 
changing  or  death-bringing  action  is  inadequately  motivated.  Such 
a  negligence  of  psychological  plausibility  turns  tragedy  into  travesty. 
But  in  comedy,  farce,  and  the  play  of  fantasy,  we  admit  a  willing 
suspension  of  unbelief.  Within  limits,  we  are  willing  to  accept  amus- 
ing action  whether  or  not  it  is  firmly  grounded  in  character.  But 
the  seriousness  with  which  comedy  is  regarded  depends  directly 
on  the  seriousness  of  the  motivation,  and  in  the  greatest  comedies, 
such  as  Moliere's  Misanthrope  and  Tartuffe,  or  Jonson's  Volpone 
or  the  Alchemist,  there  is  a  vigorous  attempt  to  make  character 
and  action  counterbalance.  In  the  romantic  comedies  of  Shake- 
speare, which  take  place  in  an  enchanting  world  of  their  own,  we 
do  not  feel  compelled  to  demand  the  precision  of  motivation  that 
is  necessary  in  realistic  or  classical  comedy.  In  farce,  the  motivation 
may  be  of  the  most  mechanical  sort.  In  Goldsmith's  She  Stoops  to 
Conquer,  the  heroine's  little  habit  of  dressing  as  a  lady  in  the  morn- 
ing and  as  a  bar-maid  in  the  evening  is  an  excellent  illustration  of 
an  action  that  has  a  mechanical  rather  than  a  psychological  motiva- 
tion. On  the  other  hand.  Young  Marlow's  aggressiveness  with  bar- 
maids and  his  diffidence  Avith  ladies  have,  we  feel,  an  element  of  psy- 
chological plausibility. 

Successful  motivation,  it  will  be  found,  is  characterized  by  some 
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or  all  of  the  following  qualities:  appropriateness,  adequacy,  con- 
sistency, and  availability. 

It  goes  almost  without  saying  that  the  action  should  strike  the 
beholder  as  appropriate  to  the  character  from  whom  it  proceeds. 
Cleopatra,  whether  in  classical  or  romantic  guise,  must  behave  in 
accordance  with  our  conception  of  her.  A  king,  however  unkingly, 
must  attain  at  moments  some  manifestations  of  kingliness.  Petulant, 
magnanimous,  caddish,  or  courageous  action  must  proceed  from 
similar  qualities  established  by  the  dramatist.  There  is,  of  course, 
an  interaction  between  character  and  action.  Just  as  characterization 
by  other  methods  than  action  will  throw  light  on  the  motives  of  ac- 
tion, so  action  itself  may  throw  perhaps  the  strongest  of  all  lights 
on  character. 

Of  even  greater  importance  in  successful  motivation  is  the  quality 
of  adequacy.  It  is  fairly  easy  for  authors  to  conceive  of  characters 
appropriate  to  certain  actions,  or  actions  appropriate  to  certain  char- 
acters; it  is  not  always  so  easy  to  convince  an  audience  that  the 
motives  given  or  suggested  are  adequate  to  the  actions  performed. 
A  crucial  instance  in  which  adequacy  of  motivation  plays  an  all 
important  part  is  that  of  the  suicide  of  the  central  figure  of  a 
tragedy.  Dozens  of  playwrights  have  been  tempted  to  dispose  of 
their  hero  or  heroine  by  some  act  of  picturesque  violence,  in  order 
to  bring  a  striking  or  decisive  conclusion  to  a  supposedly  tragic 
series  of  events.  Here,  admittedly,  the  seriousness  with  which  we 
insist  upon  adequate  motivation  will  depend  upon  the  mode  of 
drama  under  scrutiny.  In  romantic  tragedy  or  melodrama,  its  de- 
based descendant,  an  audience  can  be  made  to  accept  suicide  as  a 
shocking  but  perfectly  plausible  conclusion  to  the  career  of  the 
hero  or  heroine.  In  the  austerer  classical  drama,  and  much  more 
certainly,  in  drama  that  aims  at  being  an  exact  representation  of 
"real"  life,  the  audience's  demands  are  admittedly  greater.  Excel- 
lent cases  in  point  are  the  suicides  that  conclude  Ibsen's  Hedda 
Gabler  and  Sir  Arthur  Pinero's  The  Second  Mrs.  Tanqueray.  Each 
of  these  suicides  has  the  effect  of  concluding  the  play  with  a  "short 
sharp  shock,"  but  while  the  first  is  dramatically  effective,  the  second 
is  effective  only  theatrically.  That  is,  the  first  will  bear  psychological 
scrutiny;  the  second  will  not.  Hedda's  violent  action  is  made  intel- 
ligible by  one  of  those  perfect  coordinations  of  character  and  situa- 
tion for  which  the  tragic  writer  strives:  she  is  a  malignant  destruc- 
tive creature;  she  discovers  that  she  cannot  have  life  on  the  pre- 
posterous terms  which  her  sick  imagination  demands;  she  is  trapped 
by  circumstances  for  which  she  herself  is  chiefly  responsible;  she 
sees  nothing  ahead  but  ugliness  and  sordidness  and  degradation; 
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she  achieves,  too,  we  may  hope,  the  sort  of  "beautiful  death"  which 
she  had  wished  to  contrive  for  Eilert  Lovborg.  Her  suicide  has  an 
immense  appropriateness;  the  motives  that  lead  up  to  it  are  per- 
fectly adequate.  At  first  thought,  and  certainly  under  the  influence 
of  a  performance  by  a  skilled  and  attractive  tragedienne,  the  suicide 
of  Paula  Tanqueray  seems  equally  well  motivated.  But  her  petti- 
ness and  querulousness,  her  irritation  at  not  winning  the  love  and 
respect  of  Ellean,  which  she  had  by  no  means  earned,  her  "tragic" 
but  unreasonable  behavior  upon  the  reappearance  of  Captain  Ardale 
(who,  since  their  relationship  was  over  and  done  with,  might 
have  been  regarded  as  an  appropriate  step-son-in-law  for  a  woman 
supposedly  as  sophisticated  as  Paula) — all  these  motives  seem  some- 
how inadequate  preparation  for  violent  action  on  the  part  of  a 
woman  who  was  loved  by  a  man  who  knew  the  world  and  from 
whom  she  had  nothing  to  conceal. 

One  of  the  most  famous  problems  of  motivation  in  the  English 
drama  is  that  of  the  motivation  of  lago  in  Othello.  It  was  Coleridge 
who  described  lago's  conduct  as  the  expression  of  "motive-hunting 
malignity."  This  is  an  excellent  phrase,  but  it  does  not  help  very 
much  to  persuade  us  of  the  plausibility  of  lago's  behavior.  lago  is 
represented  to  us  as  rational  and  not  insane;  consequently,  we  are 
within  our  rights  to  demand  adequate  grounds  for  his  perfidious 
and  supremely  cruel  behavior.  What  we  have  is  an  instance  of  be- 
havior that  again  is  theatrically  effective  but  psychologically  im- 
plausible. In  the  face  of  a  skilful  performance  of  Othello,  we  are 
willing  to  believe  that  Shakespeare  has  motivated  lago's  behavior 
adequately.  Upon  a  painstaking  scrutiny  of  the  text,  however,  we 
must  conclude  that  the  motives  suggested  by  Shakespeare,  whether 
taken  together  or  severally,  do  not  constitute  adequate  grounds  for 
the  enormity  of  lago's  behavior.  His  thwarted  ambition,  his  sense 
of  mistreatment  by  Othello,  his  utterly  groundless  suspicion  of 
Othello's  misconduct  with  his  wife,  these  are  hardly  sufficient 
grounds  for  the  colossal  cruelty  of  lago.-^^ 

Another  test  of  success  in  motivation,  the  establishing  of  a  plaus- 
ible relationship  between  character  and  action,  is  consistency.  Here, 
too,  our  demands  in  the  way  of  consistency  depend  directly  on  the 
nature  of  the  character.  Consistency  is  a  variable  in  our  acceptance 
or  interpretation  of  the  character  as  an  individual  or  a  type,  as 
static  or  dynamic,  as  simple  or  complex.^  ^ 

The  author  who  contents  himself  with  type-characterization  finds 

1°  For  a  consideration  of  the  close  relationship  between  lago's  inadequate  motiva- 
tion and  the  Elizabethan  assumptions  about  the  nature  of  the  Moors,  see  below 
page  218. 

11  These  classifications,  to  be  sure,  are  not  precisely  parallel,  but  type-characters 
tend  to  be  simple  and  static,  and  individual  characters  complex  and  dynamic. 
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a  great  deal  of  the  work  o£  motivation  already  done.  The  audience 
is  in  a  state  o£  faith  in  which  it  is  willing  to  assume  that  in  a  char- 
acter of  a  certain  type  certain  motives  will  predominate.  The  avail- 
ability of  a  nexus  of  motives  in  well-established  type-characters  is 
certainly  one  of  the  reasons  for  the  appeal  of  type-characters  to 
a  dramatist  of  not  very  high  creative  powers.  He  can  assume  for 
himself  and  his  audience  a  group  of  constant  and  unmodified 
motives  upon  which  he  can  draw  at  will.  He  cannot  afford,  more- 
over, to  disappoint  his  audience  and  permit  a  miser  to  be  other 
than  miserly,  a  parasite  to  be  other  than  parasitic.  For  the  audience, 
the  problem  of  estimating  the  consistency  of  motivation  differs 
critically  in  the  case  of  a  play  of  an  early  or  the  contemporary  pe- 
riod. In  the  case  of  the  modern  play,  the  audience  will  accept  un- 
critically the  motivation  of  such  types  as  the  gangster,  the  hard- 
boiled  chorus  girl,  the  flapper,  and  the  politician.  To  estimate  the 
consistency  of  the  motivation  of  such  types,  it  will  be  necessary  for 
the  auditor  to  escape  from  the  psycho-sesthetic  assumptions  of  the 
time.  In  the  case  of  a  play  of  an  earlier  period,  it  will  be  easy  enough 
for  him  to  see  the  adequacy  or  the  inadequacy  of  the  motivation 
of  unfamiliar  types  from  the  modern  point  of  view.  It  will  be  more 
difficult  for  him  to  build  up  a  sense  of  the  adequacy  of  the  motiva- 
tion of  a  particular  type  from  the  point  of  view  of  the  period  in 
which  the  play  was  produced.  Such  an  effort  will  require  a  con- 
siderable development  of  the  historical  imagination  coupled  with 
equal  knowledge. 

A  famous  instance  of  the  weight  of  type-motivation  is  that  of 
Othello  and  lago.  We  have  already  noticed  the  inadequacy,  from 
the  modern  point  of  view,  of  the  motivation  of  lago.  The  motiva- 
tion turns  out  to  be  somewhat  more  satisfactory  when  we  realize 
that,  however  individual  lago  may  seem  to  us  to  be,  he  is  also  a 
superb  example  of  a  common  Elizabethan  stage-type,  the  complete, 
one  hundred  per  cent.  Machiavellian  villain.^^  The  Elizabethan 
found  it  possible  to  assume,  as  we  do  not,  that  a  person  could  be 
completely  and  unmitigatedly  evil.  To  this  convenient  but  pre- 
posterous figure,  Elizabethan  dramatists  recurred  again  and  again. 
If  Shakespeare's  lago  is  the  most  imagination-compelling  of  the 
complete  Elizabethan  villains,  it  is  because  of  the  effect  of  plausi- 
bility which  Shakespeare  succeeds  in  creating  here.  In  earlier  plays, 
he  had  been  less  scrupulous  and  less  successful.  When  Richard  III 
in  his  opening  soliloquy  announces,  "I  am  determined  to  be  a  vil- 
lain," we  are  struck  at  once,  in  the  study  if  not  on  the  stage,  with 

12  It  is  impossible  to  trace  here  the  dramatic  evolution  of  this  type.  Interested  students 
may  be  referred  to  Clarence  V.  Boyer,  The  Villain  as  Hero  in  Elizabethan  Tragedy 
(New  York:  E.  P.  Dutton  and  Company,  Inc.,  1914). 
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the  preposterousness  of  the  underlying  psychological  assumption. 
From  such  an  over-simplification  of  character  and  motivation  only 
melodrama  can  arise. 

In  the  case  of  Othello,  the  contribution  of  type-motivation  is  less 
obvious.  Othello  is  a  rather  highly  individualized  character.  But  he 
is  not  only  a  brave  soldier,  an  impassioned  lover,  a  brilliant  com- 
mander, and  a  noble  gentleman;  he  is  also  a  Moor.  Nov^  the  Eliza- 
bethan audience  had  very  definite  associations  with  Moorish  char- 
acters. Most  Moors  on  the  stage  of  the  English  Renaissance  had 
been  represented  as  cruel,  bloodthirsty,  utterly  unscrupulous  and 
malignant  villains,  violent,  hot-tempered,  and  revengeful,  Shake- 
speare v^^as  bold  indeed  in  attempting  to  make  a  hero  out  of  a  Moor. 
In  this  attempt  he  was  notably  successful,  but  he  found  it  necessary 
to  draw  on  some  at  least  of  the  traits  conventionally  associated  with 
Moors.  Othello  shows  little  evidence  of  being  blood-thirsty  or  cruel 
until  his  jealousy  has  been  aroused,  but  lago's  success  in  alienating 
him  from  Desdemona  and  precipitating  the  tragedy  depends  psy- 
chologically on  Othello's  lack  of  self-control,  his  hot-bloodedness, 
and  his  vengeful  nature.  Othello  reverts  to  the  primitive,  or  at  least 
to  the  Renaissance  conception  of  the  primitive,  and  lago's  plot 
succeeds. 

The  problem  of  consistency  in  motivation  also  depends  on 
whether  the  character  is  static  or  dynamic,  whether  it  is  a  fixed 
or  developing  personality.  It  is  obvious  that  it  is  more  diiBcult  to 
give  an  effect  of  adequacy  and  consistency  in  characterization  if 
the  character  develops  or  deteriorates  in  the  course  of  the  play  than 
if  he  remains  fixed  in  nature  and  fundamental  traits.  The  dramatist 
will  do  well  to  avoid  the  representation  of  an  elaborate  process  of 
development  or  deterioration.  The  classical  drama,  of  course,  made 
the  representation  of  such  a  process  almost  impossible,  since  the 
most  extended  "ideal  day"  is  hardly  likely  to  involve  major  altera- 
tions in  a  character  although  it  may  represent  the  turning-point  in 
a  character's  development  or  deterioration. 

There  is  hardly  any  marked  change  in  the  essential  character 
of  Clytemnestra  in  ^schylus'  Agamemnon.  By  processes  available 
to  any  dramatist  iEschylus  is  able  to  reveal  something  of  what  she 
has  been  and  the  reasons  for  the  changes  that  have  been  completed 
in  her  at  the  beginning  of  the  play,  but  there  is  little  or  no  actual 
change  in  her  during  the  course  of  the  play  itself.  In  the  CEdipus 
of  Sophocles'  (Edipus  Rex,  there  is  an  appalling  and  terrifying 
change  in  his  status  and  morale;  there  is  a  progressive  revelation 
of  that  haughty,  violent,  and  contentious  soul,  but  there  is  little 
actual  change  in  the  essence  of  the  character.  At  least,  within  the 
limits  of  this  particular  play,  Sophocles  did  not  even  forecast  the 
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changes  that  tragedy  was  to  bring  to  CEdipus.  It  required  another 
play,  CEdipus  at  Colonnus,  to  demonstrate  with  compeUing  power, 
how  the  horror  of  tragedy  can  be  transmuted  in  a  great  soul  into 
spiritual  elevation  and  peace. 

Even  in  the  looser  technique  o£  the  romantic  drama,  the  fact 
that  the  action  is  presented  to  the  audience  during  a  period  of  two 
or  three  hours  tends  to  undermine  the  plausibility  of  a  representa- 
tion of  elaborate  deterioration  or  development.  The  dramatist  who 
elects  to  represent  a  major  process  of  development  or  deterioration 
must  take  particular  pains  to  indicate  the  basic  reasons  for  such 
alteration,  present  visually  to  the  audience  the  major  successive 
stages  in  the  process,  and  satisfy  it  that  the  final  result  is  psycho- 
logically credible.  A  convenient  illustration  of  such  a  process  is  the 
characterization  of  Macbeth.  We  watch  Macbeth  deteriorate  from 
the  status  of  a  trusted  and  successful  officer,  through  that  of  an 
imaginative  man  stung  with  the  gadfly  of  ambition.  We  see  his 
horrified  reaction  to  his  first  murder,  and  then  the  gradual  harden- 
ing and  coarsening  of  his  nature  until  his  saturation  in  bloody 
crimes  makes  him  a  maddened  and  desperate  megalomaniac.  In 
the  case  of  Lady  Macbeth,  the  process  is  suggested  rather  than 
represented  elaborately.  The  early  steps  in  the  process  of  her  de- 
terioration are  presented  with  considerable  fullness;  then,  her  suc- 
cessive stages  of  collapse  are  hinted  to  us;  we  are  given  a  vivid 
impression  of  her  unhinged  and  tortured  spirit  in  the  sleep-walking 
scene,  but  her  death  is  merely,  though  touchingly,  reported. ^^ 

In  the  work  of  a  playwright  like  Ibsen,  who  is  interested  pri- 
marily in  character  and  whose  technique  in  some  respects  ap- 
proximated some  features  of  the  classical  technique,  it  is  interest- 
ing to  note  his  advance  in  skill  in  handling  the  problem  of  de- 
veloping or  deteriorating  characters.  In  The  Pillars  of  Society 
(1877)  the  conversion  of  Bernick  in  the  climax  scene  is  theatrically 
but  not  dramatically  effective.  There  is  an  effort  to  motivate  this 
sudden  volte-face  of  character,  but  the  process  is  mechanically  rep- 
resented, and  the  actual  conversion  seems  a  matter  of  external  rather 
than  of  internal  circumstance.  In  A  Doll's  House  (1879),  working 
in  a  more  constricted  technique,  Ibsen  attempted  a  much  more 
subtle  exhibition  of  character  development.  Here,  the  process  of 
development  moves  on  two  distinct  planes — there  is  the  actual 
process  of  development  that  has  been  going  on  several  years  before 
the  play  begins,  and  there  is  the  process  represented  as  taking  place 
within  the  time  limits  of  the  acted  play.  By  the  rather  elaborate 
exposition,  we  are  made  aware  of  what  Nora  has  been,  and  we 

13  For  a  more  subtle  representation  of  the  psychological  deterioration  of  a  great 
character,  the  student  is  recommended  to  study  Lear. 
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are  shown  her  as  she  appeared  superficially  at  the  opening  of  the 
play;  but,  in  the  remainder  o£  the  play,  we  have,  not  merely  a 
progressive  revelation  of  various  facts  in  her  character  as  we  have 
in  the  case  of  Hjalmar,  who  is  a  static  not  a  developing  character, 
but  a  revelation  of  her  entire  psychological  history.  If  one  feels 
finally  that  the  attempt  to  suggest  a  long  psychological  history  by 
action  restricted  to  a  very  limited  period  of  time  is  not  perfectly 
successful,  one's  dissatisfaction  with  what  is  after  all  an  extraor- 
dinarily effective  piece  of  work  arises  from  the  rather  tricky  and 
over-plotted  means  by  which  Nora's  conversion  is  precipitated. 

In  the  field  of  comedy,  the  process  of  conversion  does  not  de- 
mand the  most  scrupulous  motivation.  We  are,  moreover,  willing 
to  take  the  last  minute  conversions  of  comedy  much  more  lightly 
than  we  do  those  of  sentimental  or  high  comedy.  In  Plautus'  The 
Haunted  House,  which  is  almost  steadily  farcical  in  tone,  the  last 
minute  conversion  of  the  harsh  father  is  acceptable  only  in  the 
realm  of  farce-comedy.  But  even  here,  some  theatrical  ingenuity  is 
devoted  to  bringing  it  about.  The  erring  son,  the  object  of  his 
father's  wrath,  is  not  presented  in  a  direct  plea  for  mercy.  Instead, 
he  sends  an  amiable  and  tactful  friend,  who  has  endeared  himself 
to  the  audience  earlier  in  the  play  by  his  verve  for  revelry,  and 
who  now  appears  as  a  sober  and  repentant  ambassador.  The 
process  of  conversion  is  hurried  by  the  exigencies  of  the  closing 
drama,  but  it  is  not  conspicuously  clumsy.  On  a  somewhat  higher 
level,  the  field  of  romantic  comedy,  Shakespeare  contented  him- 
self with  a  number  of  offhand  conversions.  A  case  in  point  is  the 
last  minute  conversion  of  the  usurping  duke  in  As  You  Li\e  It. 

Greatness  in  Characterization 

Undoubtedly  it  is  far  more  profitable  to  consider  the  reasons 
for  the  greatness  of  a  particular  character  than  it  is  to  raise  the 
general  question  of  the  basis  of  greatness  in  characterization.  But 
several  elements  in  great  characterization  may  be  discussed  briefly: 
consistency,  roundedness,  expressiveness,  vitality,  and  visibility.  In 
the  light  of  what  we  have  already  said,  it  follows  that  greatness 
in  characterization  depends  in  part  upon  consistency.  The  char- 
acter may  be  simple  or  complex;  he  may  be  integrated  or  disin- 
tegrated; he  may  be  normal  or  wracked  by  neuroses;  but  he  must 
furnish  us  with  a  consistent  and  comprehensible  formula  of  char- 
acter. All  the  parts  must  fit  into  the  formula  the  playwright  creates 
and  projects.  Greatness  of  characterization  is  also  likely  to  be  asso- 
ciated with  an  effect  of  completeness  or  roundedness.  We  feel  that 
we  are  able  to  see  the  character  not  in  two  but  in  three  dimensions. 
All   the  facts,  or   at   least  all  the  essential  facts,   are   revealed   in 
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thought  or  speech  or  action,  in  relation  to  himself  or  to  one  or 
another  figure  in  the  play.  Characters  done  in  the  flat,  in  two 
dimensions,  may  be  vivid  and  memorable,  but  they  tend  to  be  mo- 
tionless and  unalive.  And  great  characters  are  likely  to  be  endowed 
with  expressiveness;  that  is  to  say,  though  they  may  say  very  little, 
what  they  say  will  proceed  from  some  important  center  of  the  char- 
acter; it  will  be  appropriate,  suggestive,  illuminating.  Certainly, 
one  of  the  tests  of  great  character  is  the  achievement  of  an  individ- 
ual style  of  expression  by  the  character,  a  style  so  unmistakable  that 
it  could  hardly  be  approached  by  any  other  character  of  even  an 
approximate  type.  Finally,  a  desirable  quality  in  characters,  great 
or  small,  is  visibility.  Not  that,  in  the  case  of  the  classical  or  the 
romantic  drama,  we  should  be  able  to  tell  the  height  and  shape 
and  color  of  a  particular  character  under  consideration.  Such  detail 
is  alien  to  the  tenets  of  both  classical  and  romantic  art.  But  we 
should  be  able  to  associate  with  the  character  impressions  of  height 
and  movement,  of  posture  and  gestures,  which  are  built  up  from 
subjective  and  psychological  notations.  But  perhaps  the  supreme 
test  of  greatness  in  characterization  is  vitality.  By  some  miracle  of 
observation,  imagination,  creation,  or  craftsmanship,  the  great  char- 
acter comes  alive.  He  may  be  bully  or  consumptive,  genius  or  ruf- 
fian, but  he  must  be  vital  in  every  nerve  and  sinew.  This  is  at  once 
the  greatest  mystery,  the  greatest  miracle  of  the  dramatist's  craft, 
for  in  it  he  becomes  godlike;  out  of  words,  he  moulds  beings  that 
are  far  more  real  than  himself,  that  live  longer,  and  are  more  in- 
timately known. 


CHAPTER  XIV 
DIALOGUE 

It  will  assist  us  in  defining  the  characteristics  of  dramatic  dia- 
logue as  distinct  from  those  of  conversation  if  we  attempt  to  dif- 
ferentiate the  major  functions  of  the  two  forms  of  discourse.  In  the 
case  of  both  dramatic  dialogue  and  conversation,  there  are  utilitarian 
and  non-utilitarian  functions.  For  example,  conversation  of  the 
utilitarian  sort  transacts  business,  buys  railroad  tickets,  demonstrates 
propositions,  conveys  serious  information,  makes  love;  conversation 
of  the  non-utihtarian  sort  has  no  more  serious  function  than  to  ex- 
change gossip,  to  express  opinions,  or  to  offer  observations  on  one- 
self, one's  neighbors,  and  the  universe.  Similarly,  dramatic  dialogue 
has  its  utilitarian  functions:  to  further  the  plot,  to  reveal  the  char- 
acters' thoughts,  emotions,  and  their  essential  natures,  and  to  de- 
scribe setting.^  A  non-utilitarian  function  of  dramatic  dialogue  is 
that  of  interesting  us  in  itself  by  its  poetic  elevation  and  imagina- 
tion or  by  its  wit  or  humor. 

The  basic  difference  between  dramatic  dialogue  and  conversa- 
tion is  that  dialogue  is  more  steadily  and  more  noticeably  utilitarian 
than  conversation,  or,  conversely,  conversation  is  more  frequently 
non-utilitarian  in  function  than  is  dramatic  dialogue.  From  this 
basic  distinction  rise  the  major  distinctions  between  dialogue  and 
conversation.  If  a  non-utilitarian  conversation  is  closely  listened  to, 
or  jotted  down  and  studied,  its  most  striking  feature  is  its  lack 
of  direction.  It  dwells  for  a  few  moments  with  one  topic,  then 
leaps  to  another  in  response  to  some  unexpressed  association  of 
some  member  of  the  group.  In  half  an  hour  it  may  touch  lightly 
upon  a  dozen  subjects.  It  may  be  pleasant,  and  usually  is,  but  from 
the  point  of  view  of  the  dramatist,  it  is  painfully  inefficient:  it  does 
not  get  anywhere;  it  does  not  accomplish  anything.  It  is  constantly 
digressive,  wilfully  non-purposive.  Dialogue,  in  the  main,  is  con- 
trolled by  the  function  of  the  particular  scene  of  which  it  is  a  part; 
it  advances  the  plot  one  or  more  stages  in  its  progress,  or  sheds 
a  further  bit  of  illumination  on  the  nature  and  motives  of  the 
major  figures,  or,  at  its  best,  accomplishes  both  these  purposes  at 

1  The  function  of  dialogue  in  defining  and  describing  setting  will  be  discussed  at 
length  in  Chapter  XV,  but  since  it  is,  or  may  be,  a  major  function  of  dialogue,  it 
requires  mention  here. 

222 


DIALOGUE  223 

one  and  the  same  time.  (At  its  very  best,  it  also  interests  us  in 
itself  by  various  stylistic  devices.)  The  dramatist,  then,  cannot  allow 
his  delight  in  writing  winsome  or  lively  or  stirring  dialogue  to  run 
away  with  him.  He  must  prune  and  cut  and  trim  until,  while  there 
is  an  appearance  of  spontaneous  movement,  underneath  the  whirls 
and  eddies  of  the  surface  a  strong  current  is  carrying  persons  and 
plot  to  their  coincident  goal.  Good  dialogue,  then,  is  purposive,  di- 
rected, efficient. 

The  Functions  of  Dialogue 

Of  the  functions  of  dramatic  dialogue,  the  most  important  is  un- 
questionably that  of  furthering  the  plot.  As  a  rule,  the  dramatist 
must  get  on  with  his  story  from  scene  to  scene  or  else  the  interest 
and  suspense  that  he  has  struggled  to  arouse  will  subside,  and  the 
attention  of  the  audience  will  be  fatally  lost.  The  dialogue  may 
further  the  plot  in  a  number  of  ways,  but  of  these,  two  are  of  es- 
pecial importance — the  accompaniment  of  action  represented  on 
the  stage  and  the  reporting  of  off-stage  action. 

The  attractions  of  good  dialogue  are  so  many,  its  effect  at  its 
best  is  so  vivid,  that  one  is  inclined  to  forget  the  very  severe  limita- 
tions on  the  kinds  of  action  that  can  be  represented  on  most  stages 
in  most  types  of  theaters.  These  limitations  vary,  of  course,  with 
the  type  of  theater  characteristic  of  a  particular  age  or  civilization. 
The  Greek  theater,  for  instance,  permitted  the  stately  procession  of 
horses  and  chariots  into  the  orchestra.  The  triumphal  return  of 
Agamemnon  in  ^schylus'  tragedy  is  an  effect  that  might  be  pos- 
sible in  the  largest  of  modern  opera  houses  or  Grossschauspiel- 
hizuser,  but  horses  and  chariots  are  far  more  manageable  properties 
in  an  open  air  auditorium  than  on  even  the  largest  of  opera  house 
stages.  But  even  the  resources  of  the  Greek  theater  did  not  permit 
the  representation  of  Hippolytus  and  his  chariot  being  menaced 
and  destroyed  by  the  strange  beast  sent  by  Poseidon  to  destroy  him. 
Similarly,  the  pageant  wagon  stage  of  the  English  religious  drama, 
the  platform  stage  of  the  Elizabethans,  or  the  modern  picture-frame 
stage,  limit  very  sharply  the  sort  of  action  that  can  be  presented. 
Characters  may  be  seen  arguing,  quarreling,  fighting,  making  love, 
drinking,  eating  (at  unrealistic  speed),  and  sleeping,  but  only  the 
naivete  of  the  Middle  Ages  permitted  Noah  to  build  the  ark  and 
marshal  his  menagerie  in  the  presence  of  the  audience;  and  the 
battles  staged  in  the  Elizabethan  theaters  seemed  ridiculous,  if  not 
to  the  groundlings,  at  least  to  the  more  exacting  classicists  of  the 
time. 

Since,  then,  the  overt  action  that  can  be  represented  on  the  stage 
is  comparatively  limited,  it  is  natural  that  dialogue  that  accompanies 
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such  action  is  perhaps  of  less  importance  and  bulk  than  that  which 
represents  action  of  a  more  subjective  sort.  Here  the  dramatist  finds 
his  greatest  opportunity  for  representing  action  convincingly 
through  dialogue.  For  if  the  audience  is  of  any  degree  of  sophistica- 
tion at  all,  it  is  more  interested  in  the  meaning  of  action  to  the 
characters  concerned  than  in  the  objective  action  itself.  Thus  the 
revelations  of  the  feelings  and  emotions  aroused  in  a  group  of  char- 
acters by  some  essential  change  in  their  status  and  relationship  is 
as  exciting  as  the  liveliest  of  pitched  battles  that  can  be  staged.  In 
dramas  of  the  more  serious  sort,  indeed,  a  critical  inspection  of 
the  dialogue  will  show  that  at  least  one  of  the  most  important 
sources  of  our  interest  in  it  is  its  power  to  reveal  a  sequence  of 
psychological  states  in  response  to  events  either  directly  repre- 
sented or  merely  reported. 

Since  the  kinds  of  objective  or  subjective  action  that  can  be  rep- 
resented on  the  stage  both  have  their  limitations,  dialogue  has  an- 
other very  important  function  in  the  reporting  of  action  that  for 
one  or  another  reason  cannot  be  represented.  Of  actions  of  this 
sort,  two  varieties  may  be  distinguished — action  that  is  expository 
in  nature  and  action  that  is  necessary  to  the  development  of  the 
already  initiated  plot  but  that  it  is  inconvenient  to  represent.  For 
the  reporting  of  events  that  occurred  before  the  actual  opening  of 
the  play,  dialogue  is  the  all  important  means,  and,  as  we  have  seen 
in  our  consideration  of  plot,  expository  dialogue  may  be  painfully 
obvious  or  remarkably  adroit.  But  in  all  dramas,  the  more  or  less 
onerous  burden  of  exposition  is  one  that  dialogue  must  assume, 
A  less  inevitable  function  of  dialogue  is  that  of  reporting  action 
essential  to  the  development  of  the  plot  but  inappropriate  for  stage 
representation.  As  in  the  case  of  the  dialogue  of  exposition,  the 
dialogue  of  dramatic  narration  may  be  tedious  and  boring  or,  at  its 
best,  supremely  exciting.  In  the  cheaper  forms  of  melodrama,  where 
exciting  action  is  the  major  source  of  interest,  off-stage  events  of 
an  unwieldy  sort  are  frequently  represented  by  description  and 
the  reactions  of  the  spectators  on  the  stage.  This  is  a  kind  of  com- 
promise between  action  represented  on  the  stage  and  action  nar- 
rated, and,  like  most  compromises,  its  results  are  not  very  satis- 
factory to  any  of  the  persons  concerned.  It  is  rather  difficult  to 
work  up  very  much  excitement  over  a  horse-race  or  a  football 
match,  described  incoherently  and  ecstatically  by  a  segment  of  the 
spectators  in  a  grand-stand.^  The  dramatic  reporting  of  off-stage 

2  The  ineffectiveness  of  this  sort  of  compromise  may  be  illustrated  by  the  boat-race 
scene  in  O'Neill's  Strange  Interlude,  or  by  the  bicycle-race  in  Georg  Kaiser's  From 
Morn  to  Midnight.  The  best  use  of  this  technique  that  comes  to  mind  is  the  bull- 
fight described  from  adjacent  boxes  in  the  final  act  of  Benavente's  The  Governor's  Wife. 
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action  was  developed  to  a  higher  degree  of  effectiveness  by  the 
Greek  tragic  writers  than  by  the  dramatists  of  any  other  period. 
Whatever  the  reasons  were  for  the  banishment  from  the  stage  of 
the  Greek  theater  of  anything  hke  violent  physical  action,  the  con- 
vention of  such  banishment  led  irresistibly  to  the  development  of 
the  part  of  the  Messenger,  and  so  great  was  the  skill  of  the  tragic 
writers  in  exploiting  the  possibilities  of  this  convention  that  their 
success  has  proved  to  be  unparalleled.  Part  of  their  success  is  due 
to  the  fact  that  the  dramatic  narrative  is  usually  introduced  at  a 
point  of  great  emotional  tension  for  both  characters  and  audience, 
a  point  at  which  both  are  acutely  curious  or  deeply  concerned  emo- 
tionally with  the  action  about  to  be  reported.  For  an  audience  can 
be  counted  on  to  listen  with  unbroken  patience  to  an  account,  how- 
ever lengthy,  of  an  action  or  series  of  actions  that  seems  to  concern 
them  vitally.^  Moreover,  it  is  plain  that  the  tragic  writers  lavished 
a  great  deal  of  imagination  and  art  on  the  construction  of  these 
dramatic  narratives,  and  in  consequence  the  messengers'  speeches 
are  frequently  the  most  purple  patches  in  even  a  distinguished  play. 

Non-utilitarian  Dialogue 

As  we  have  said,  dramatic  dialogue  may  have  a  non-utilitarian 
as  well  as  a  utilitarian  function.  It  may  not  only  further  the  plot, 
illuminate  the  characterization,  and  describe  the  setting,  but  it  may 
also  be  interesting  in  itself.  Dialogue  of  the  non-utilitarian  sort 
has  its  dangers,  for,  unless  it  retains  our  interest,  unless  it  woos 
us  into  forgetting  that  the  action  is  for  the  moment  being  neglected, 
it  becomes  a  disturbing  and  annoying  intrusion.  Yet,  in  both  serious 
and  comic  drama,  non-functional  dialogue  is  a  fairly  frequent  in- 
trusion. The  relatively  loose  form  of  the  English  drama  of  the 
Renaissance  offered  a  particular  temptation  to  the  dramatist  to 
introduce  essentially  non-dramatic  passages.  For  example,  the  dis- 
cussion of  national  drinking  habits  in  the  fourth  scene  of  Hamlet 
strikes  most  readers  as  a  dull  and  unwarranted  intrusion.  It  does 
not  further  the  plot;  it  does  not  advance  the  characterization;  and, 
although,  in  the  study,  it  may  lead  us  into  unprofitable  discussion 
of  Shakespeare's  personal  views  on  drinking,  it  seems  in  the  thea- 
ter an  unjustifiable  interruption  of  the  business  of  this  engrossing 
scene.  A  less  obtrusive  instance  of  a  non-utilitarian  passage  is 
Mercutio's  Queen  Mab  speech  in  Romeo  and  Juliet.  But  supreme 
as  it  is  as  an  example  of  Elizabethan  fairy-poetry,  one  cannot  feel 
that  it  is  an  expression  of  imagination  particularly  appropriate  to 

3  An  admirable  modern  example  of  a  long  narrative  introduced  at  a  point  of  great 
suspense  is  the  heroine's  account  of  her  past  in  Sidney  Howard's  Alien  Corn. 
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Mcrcutio,  nor  can  it  be  justified  as  a  plot-forwarding  or  character- 
building  device. 

If  there  are  more  non-functional  passages  of  dialogue  in  comedy 
than  in  tragedy,  the  reasons  are  obvious.  In  comedy  of  most  types, 
and  certainly  in  comedy  of  the  less  elevated  sorts,  plot  and  char- 
acter are  frequently  subordinated  to  the  obligation  on  the  comic 
writer's  part  to  keep  his  audiences  not  only  interested  but  amused. 
To  the  furthering  of  this  purpose  almost  any  means  can  be  utilized, 
and  the  justification  of  whatever  means  is  used  is  the  degree  to 
which  the  particular  device  amuses  us.  Almost  any  farce  will  fur- 
nish a  dozen  examples  of  passages  of  dialogue  extraneous  to  the 
development  of  plot  or  character,  and  even  masterpieces  of  high 
comedy  contain  some  of  the  best  known  examples  of  this  type  of 
dialogue.  In  the  English  drama,  perhaps  the  most  famous  of  such 
scenes  of  dialogue  are  the  scandal  mongering  scenes  of  The  School 
for  Scandal.  These,  of  course,  find  some  justification  on  the  ground 
that  they  assist  in  creating  the  atmosphere  in  which  the  main  ac- 
tions of  the  piece  are  conducted,  but  such  justification  is  hardly 
adequate  to  explain  their  extent  and  their  elaborateness.  Their 
raison  d'etre  is  that,  entirely  non-dramatic  as  they  are,  they  are  as 
brilliant  passages  of  conversation  as  have  ever  been  written  in  Eng- 
lish. They  interest  and  delight  us  by  their  wit,  their  malice,  their 
imagination,  and  the  accuracy  of  their  portraiture,  and  we  are,  con- 
sequently, in  no  mood  to  object  that  they  do  not  contribute  any- 
thing relevant  to  the  conduct  of  the  play  and  the  exploitation  and 
exhibition  of  the  major  characters. 

Indeed,  the  playwright  is  well  advised  to  make  his  dialogue  as 
interesting  as  possible  whether  or  not  it  has  immediately  utilitarian 
functions.  A  very  brief  consideration  of  the  major  types  of  dialogue 
will  suggest  the  potentialities  in  the  direction  of  interest. 

Dialogue  in  Verse 

It  would  not  be  possible  to  discuss  with  any  adequacy  here  the 
important  aesthetic  problem  of  why  for  centuries  dramas,  both  tragic 
and  comic,  were  almost  without  exception  written  in  verse. 
Whether  the  impulse  was  to  raise  drama  above  the  level  of  life,  to 
embellish  it  with  the  attractions  of  beautiful  and  imaginative  lan- 
guage, or  to  emphasize  the  abstract  and  ideal  qualities  of  drama, 
the  fact  is  incontrovertible  that  the  verse  tradition  has  been  one  of 
the  most  powerful  of  the  traditions  associated  with  the  technique  of 
the  drama.  It  was  astonishingly  late  in  the  long  history  of  the  drama 
when  prose  came  to  be  considered  an  appropriate  medium  at  least 
for  a  serious  play.  Dramatic  verse,  then,  has  shared  the  vicissitudes 
of  taste  and  style  characteristic  of  non-dramatic  verse,  although  since 
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most  dialogue  is  and  must  be  functional,  the  particular  style  of  an 
epoch  must  be  adapted  (more  or  less  radically)  to  the  exigencies 
of  the  dramatic  form.  And  yet,  it  is  one  of  the  marvels  of  dramatic 
verse  that  the  greatest  possible  complexity  and  subtlety  of  thought 
and  imagination  and  style  have  not  been  shunned  by  dramatists; 
the  greatest  periods  in  the  history  of  the  drama  have  been  those 
in  w^hich  the  dramatists  were  the  greatest  poets. 

The  attractions  of  dramatic  poetry  are  the  attractions  of  all  poetry, 
w^ith  the  addition  of  all  that  the  drama  can  contribute  of  excite- 
ment, preoccupation,  and  concern.  And  it  is  therefore  worthwhile 
to  study  with  meticulous  attentiveness  the  poetic  technique  of  a 
particular  poet  or  a  particular  period.  Diction,  meter,  and  imagery 
— all  the  elements  of  poetic  technique — must  be  taken  into  con- 
sideration in  any  adequate  consideration  of  a  poetic-dramatic  work. 

Of  perhaps  the  most  obvious  importance  in  the  study  of  the 
technique  of  dramatic  verse  is  the  metrical  form.  Certainly  in  the 
drama  of  Western  Europe,  no  playwrights  have  ever  used  exceed- 
ingly intricate  metrical  forms  with  the  power  and  beauty  of  the 
Greek  tragic  writers.  Their  only  rivals  in  intricacy  (and  they  are 
rivals  so  unworthy  as  hardly  to  deserve  mention)  were  certain 
anonymous  English  medieval  playwrights,  who  struggled,  with 
perhaps  the  least  poetic  gift  in  the  world,  to  write  plays  in  involved 
stanzaic  forms  with  rime-schemes  of  unbelievable  and  unwieldy 
complexity.  Even  when  this  handicap  was  thrown  off,  English  play- 
wrights of  the  sixteenth  century  experimented  with  a  variety  of 
metrical  forms  (including  the  unfortunate  fourteener),  none  of 
which  proved  thoroughly  and  magnificently  useful  until  Chris- 
topher Marlowe  demonstrated  the  dramatic  possibilities  of  un- 
rimed  iambic  pentameter.  From  the  time  of  his  success  to  the 
present  day,  most  English  plays  in  poetic  form  have  utilized  this 
metrical  medium  with  a  variety  and  subtlety  that  it  would  take 
volumes  to  describe  and  analyze. 

Prose  Dialogue 

A  consideration  of  why  prose  has,  in  the  main,  taken  the  place 
of  poetry  as  the  form  for  modern  dramatic  dialogue,  would  take 
us  too  far  astray.  Prose  appears,  to  be  sure,  in  some  of  the  greatest 
of  English  poetic  dramas,  and  some  of  the  comedies  of  Shake- 
speare's influential  predecessor,  John  Lyly,  were  written  almost  en- 
tirely in  prose.  The  introduction  of  prose  into  verse-plays  of  the 
English  Renaissance  seems  to  have  followed  rather  vaguely  defined 
principles.  Comic  scenes,  especially  in  low  comedy,  tend  to  be 
written  in  prose;  letters  and  official  proclamations  are  almost  in- 
variably written  in  prose.  It  may  be  suggested  that  the  early  ap- 
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pearance  of  prose  in  the  drama  arose  from  the  desire  to  come  a 
Httle  nearer  to  an  effect  of  reahty  than  poetry  permits.  At  any  rate, 
as  we  observe  the  slow  development  of  realism  in  the  drama,  we 
also  observe  the  long  drawn  out  process  of  the  evolution  of  a  style 
of  prose  dialogue  approaching  closer  and  closer  to  the  style  of  real 
conversation.  There  is  perhaps,  no  better  illustration  of  the  per- 
sistent artificiality  of  the  drama — its  basic  difference  from  life — than 
the  slowness  of  the  evolution  of  realistic  dialogue.  In  English,  at  any 
rate,  it  has  been  only  within  the  present  century  that  dialogue  has 
learned  to  give  the  effect,  without  being  the  actuality,  of  real  con- 
versation. In  this  slow  evolution,  two  intentions  of  the  dramatist 
are  in  conflict:  the  desire  to  write  dialogue  that  sounds  real,  and 
the  desire  to  write  dialogue  that  shall  be  efficient  and  interesting. 
The  accurate  reproduction  of  conversation  in  the  drama  runs  the 
not  inconsiderable  risk  of  boring  the  auditor  while  it  preserves  its 
authenticity,  and  no  dramatist  can  afford  to  bore  his  audience  for 
the  sake  of  being  linguistically  precise. 

It  is  then  both  historically  and  aesthetically  unsound  to  measure 
prose  dialogue  by  the  criterion  of  realistic  accuracy  alone.  Prose 
dialogue,  like  every  other  element  in  dramatic  technique,  is  an 
artifice;  the  legitimate  question  is,  whether  or  not  the  artifice  is 
an  attractive  one.  Here,  as  elsewhere,  there  are  artifices  that  please 
and  artifices  that  alienate.  Take  for  instance  the  elementary  artifice 
of  the  pun.  At  the  moment,  most  persons  affect  to  be  alienated  by 
this  rather  mechanical  variety  of  word-play.  And  yet  it  is,  histori- 
cally, one  of  the  most  ancient  and  honorable  devices  of  wit.  The 
Elizabethans,  in  fact,  were  so  enamored  of  word-play  of  all  sorts 
that  they  did  not  feel  puns  to  be  out  of  place  even  in  tragedy.  So 
the  characters  in  Romeo  and  Juliet  decorate  their  emotions,  both 
pleasurable  and  painful,  with  puns  that  seem  to  us  distressingly  out 
of  place.  The  antipathy  to  puns  is  a  modern  one,  and  should  not 
blind  us  to  the  skill  with  which  comic  writers  of  almost  every  pe- 
riod have  indulged  in  this  particular  manifestation  of  a  sense  of 
humor. 

On  the  credit  side  of  artifice  in  good  prose  dialogue  may  be  set 
down  all  the  qualities  associated  with  good  prose  style  of  any  sort: 
terseness,  conciseness,  polish,  wit,  agility,  appropriate  and  suggestive 
imagery  and  figures.  On  the  debit  side  stand  extravagance  of 
diction,  banality,  pomposity  (except  as  a  comic  device),  over- 
elaborateness,  and  inflated  rhetoric.  For  good  prose  dialogue  one 
need  go  no  further  than  the  lighter  passages  in  Shakespeare,  Beau- 
mont, and  Fletcher,  or  to  the  Irish  comedies  of  Lady  Gregory  and 
John  Millington  Synge.  For  bad  prose  dialogue,  more  than  ample 
illustration  may  be  discovered  without  difficulty  in  the  sentimental 
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comedies  and  dramas  of  the  eighteenth  century  and  from  practi- 
cally all  nineteenth-century  prose  drama.  Tom  Robertson,  of  course, 
in  the  eighties,  made  a  vigorous  effort  to  bring  stage  prose  closer 
to  the  conversation  of  real  life,  but  even  his  dialogue  is  divertingly 
stagey.  A  convenient  illustration  of  the  evolution  of  prose  dialogue 
within  our  own  time  is  furnished  by  the  plays  of  Sir  Arthur  Pinero. 
In  all  his  serious  work  up  to  Mid-Channel,  the  dialogue,  while  it 
aims  at  an  appearance  of  reality,  is  inflated  and  rhetorical  in  the 
worst  sense.  One  of  his  favorite  figures,  the  raisonneur,  is  particu- 
larly prone  to  burst  into  tirades  of  dismaying  rhetorical  exuberance. 
It  was  not  until  he  achieved  the  aesthetic  maturity  of  Mid-Channel 
that  he  wrought  an  effective  dramatic  dialogue  that  one  can  im- 
agine cultivated  persons  actually  speaking. 

One  of  the  greatest  writers  of  dialogue  in  the  modern  period  is 
undoubtedly  Ibsen.  But,  even  as  his  plot  structure  is  deceptively 
simple,  so  his  dialogue  in  the  maturer  plays  is  only  apparently 
realistic.  In  actuality,  it  is  beautifully  efficient,  shaped,  pointed,  di- 
rected to  the  furthering  of  plot  and  the  illumination  of  character. 
It  is  never  flat  and  prosaic,  since  it  is  always  lighted  up  by  feeling, 
rises  directly  out  of  the  innermost  consciousness  of  the  characters, 
and  thus  is  a  perfect  expression  of  their  natures. 

Probably  the  playwright  of  our  time  who  has  come  nearest  to 
giving  the  effect  of  actual  conversation  is  Anton  Chekhov.  In  his 
plays,  one  gets  the  incoherence,  the  desultoriness,  the  self-absorption 
of  actual  conversation,  an  effect  that  is  made  possible  by  his  constant 
minimization  of  the  element  of  plot  and  his  emphasis  on  the 
meticulous  depiction  of  domestic  interiors  and  psychology. 

But  in  whatever  period  of  drama,  the  student  of  dialogue  will 
be  well  advised  to  estimate  its  effectiveness  in  terms  of  its  func- 
tions: the  furtherance  of  plot,  the  illumination  of  character,  the 
description  of  setting;  and  in  terms  of  its  interest  in  itself  through 
the  available  resources  and  the  individual  gifts  of  fine  prose  and 
verse. 


CHAPTER  XV 
SETTING 

Since  all  events  occur,  not  only  in  time,  but  in  space,  one  of  the 
playwright's  tasks  is  that  of  indicating  in  more  or  less  detail  the 
setting  of  the  particular  events  composing  his  plot.  But,  since  almost 
all  playwrights,  except  the  most  inventive,  have  had  in  mind  the 
form  of  theater  characteristic  of  their  time,  the  element  of  setting 
may  perhaps  be  best  considered  in  terms  of  the  major  types  of  thea- 
ters which  playwrights  have  found  available  for  the  production  of 
their  plays. 

For  the  playwrights  of  western  Europe,  four  major  types  of  stages 
have  been  available  at  one  or  another  period:  the  permanent-set 
stage  of  the  classical  or  neo-classical  drama;  the  moving  or  stable 
platform-stage  of  the  English  medieval  and  Renaissance  drama; 
the  picture-frame  stage  characteristic  of  the  theater  from  the  Restora- 
tion to  the  end  of  the  nineteenth  century,  and  the  mechanized  stage 
of  the  twentieth  century.  Since  these  stages  and  the  theaters  of  which 
they  were  a  part  differed  widely,  the  opportunity  and  the  obligation 
of  the  playwright  in  the  treatment  of  setting  differed  as  well. 

Setting  in  the  Classical  Drama 

From  the  point  of  view  of  setting,  the  permanent-set  stage  of 
the  classical  and  neo-classical  theater  gave  the  playwright  the  least 
opportunity  and  the  lightest  obligation.  For  tragedy,  the  permanent 
set  represented,  with  almost  no  alteration,  the  facade  of  a  temple  or 
a  palace.  It  needed  no  description,  and  it  allowed  the  dramatist  to 
evoke,  by  reference  only  to  its  austerity  and  magnificence,  the  par- 
ticular atmosphere  with  which  he  hoped  to  invest  his  play.  For 
comedy,  at  least  of  the  New  Greek  or  Roman  period,  the  typical 
setting  was  a  street,  on  which  most  of  the  major  characters  lived. 
Greater  demands  were  sometimes  made  of  course  on  stage  pro- 
ducer and  manager.  In  the  period  of  the  Old  Greek  Comedy,  plays 
like  Aristophanes'  Birds  and  The  Clouds  demanded  an  elaborate- 
ness of  setting  and  costuming  that  must  have  challenged  the  im- 
agination of  the  producers  of  the  day,  but,  if  we  remember  the 
willingness  of  audiences  to  make-believe  when  anything  but  make- 
believe  is  out  of  the  question,  we  shall  not  assume  too  romantic 
or  too  realistic  an  embellishment  of  even  the  great  plays  of  Aris- 
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tophanes.  Occasionally,  even  Roman  comedy  demanded  a  setting 
other  than  the  conventionalized  street  of  houses.  Plautus'  Rudens 
{The  Rope),  for  instance,  required  the  representation  of  the  facade 
of  the  Temple  of  Venus,  a  dv^elling  place,  and  a  rocky  ascent  from 
the  beach  so  extensive  that  two  characters  could  hear  each  others' 
voices  for  a  considerable  time  before  they  saw  each  other.-*^ 

All  in  all,  the  problem  of  setting  was  solved  for  the  classical  play- 
wright before  he  began  his  play.  The  problem  for  him  was  not  to 
choose  or  describe  a  setting,  but  to  contrive  to  represent  the  major 
events  of  his  story  before  the  setting  that  the  theater  of  his  time 
made  available.  The  street  scene  that  served  as  the  background  for 
most  classical  comedies  after  the  Old  Greek  period  unquestionably 
presented  difficulties  in  the  representation  of  some  scenes.  Scenes 
and  dialogue  that  would  naturally  occur  within  doors  must  be 
brought  out  into  the  street  with  more  or  less  plausibility.  In  Plautus' 
The  Haunted  House,  for  example,  it  is  preposterous  that  roisterers 
should  have  their  drinking  bout  with  their  mistresses  on  couches 
in  the  street  in  front  of  Theopropides'  house,  and  in  many  another 
play  the  excuse  which  brings  the  characters  into  the  street  to  talk 
over  private  affairs  is  incredibly  thin.  Similarly,  in  Ralph  Roister 
Doister  Dame  Custance  enters  on  one  occasion,  saying,  "I  come 
to  see  if  any  more  stirrying  be  here;"  and,  again, 

I  come  forth  to  see  and  hearken  for  newes  good, 
For  about  this  houre  is  the  tyme,  of  likelyhood. 
That  Gawyn  Goodlucke,  by  the  sayings  of  Suresby, 
Would  be  at  home;  and  lo,  yond  I  see  him,  I. 

Another  limitation  imposed  by  the  street  scene  of  New  Greek 
Comedy  precipitated  a  conflict  between  this  theatrical  convention 
and  the  Greek  social  convention  that  women  of  good  reputation, 
married  or  single,  were  unaccustomed  to  make  frequent  public  ap- 
pearances on  the  street.  Perhaps  this  conflict  helps  explain  the  fact 
that  most  of  the  female  characters  in  New  Greek  and  Roman 
comedy  are  women  of  rather  bad  reputation.  Frequently,  of  course 
(and  this  is  a  further  illustration  of  the  irksomeness  of  the  theatri- 
cal convention)  the  heroine's  reputation  remained  under  suspicion 
long  enough  to  permit  her  to  get  in  one  or  more  appearances  on 
the  stage  but  was  carefully  whitewashed  before  the  happy  conclu- 
sion of  the  piece. 

1  But  the  modern  reader  of  this  play  should  take  care  not  to  imagine  this  set  in 
too  great  detail,  for  it  is  one  of  the  stage  conventions  of  all  time  that  no  character  shall 
see  another  character  until  the  playwright  is  ready  for  him  to  do  so.  See  the  recognition 
scene  in  the  fifth  act  of  Shakespeare's  Twelfth  Night  or  the  interminable  recognition 
scenes  (a  sturdy  and  recognized  convention)  in  Greek  tragic  treatments  of  the  Eleetra 
story. 
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Setting  in  the  Medieval  Drama 

With  the  platform-stage,  whether  stationary  or  ambulatory,  of  the 
English  medieval  drama,  new  problems  in  setting  were  imposed 
on  the  dramatist.  Certainly,  in  the  case  of  the  ambulatory  platform- 
stage,  the  pageant  wagon  of  the  medieval  religious  drama,  the 
problem  of  setting  was  minimized  by  the  fact  that  all  four  sides 
of  the  platform  were  open  to  the  audience.  What  setting  was 
necessary  had  to  be  indicated  by  the  lines  themselves  or  by  three 
dimensional  properties  of  a  relatively  simple  sort.  In  the  case  of 
the  latter,  we  may  feel  sure  that  there  was  little  or  no  attempt 
to  indicate  the  setting  with  any  fullness  of  detail;  the  use  of  proper- 
ties might  almost  be  said  to  be  symbolical,  that  is  to  say,  they  were 
intended  to  suggest  the  setting  rather  than  to  represent  it  with  what 
we  should  call  realism.  The  medieval  playwright,  it  would  seem, 
planned  to  get  his  effect  of  period  and  place  through  costume 
rather  than  through  actual  setting.  The  rather  elaborate  lists  of 
costumes  that  have  come  down  to  us  indicate  the  importance  that 
this  element  of  production  had  in  the  medieval  biblical  drama. 
But,  apart  from  the  use  of  three-dimensional  properties  like  tables 
and  cradles,  thrones  and  Hellmouths,  the  setting  had  to  be  sug- 
gested by  the  lines  of  the  play  itself,  and,  although  there  is  for  the 
modern  reader  a  rather  delightful  naivete  ^  in  the  confusion  of 
English  and  Oriental  local  color  and  atmosphere,  occasionally  the 
atmosphere  is  conveyed  with  a  rather  compelling  vividness.  The 
descriptive-expository  passage  that  opens  the  Wakefield  Second 
Shepherd's  Play  conveys  a  painfully  vivid  impression  of  the  physi- 
cal and  economic  miseries  of  medieval  shepherd  life. 

Setting  in  the  Elizabethan  Drama 

The  platform-stage  of  the  English  theater  of  the  Renaissance  had 
vastly  greater  resources  than  the  elementary  platform-stage  of  the 
medieval  period.  In  the  public  theaters,  at  least,  the  platform  ex- 
tended out  into  the  auditorium  in  such  a  way  as  to  permit  the 
groundlings  to  stand  around  three  sides  of  it.  In  one  instance,  at 
least,  that  of  the  Fortune  Theater,  the  platform-stage  was  43  feet 
wide  and  27^  feet  deep.  This  basic  structural  element  in  the  Eng- 
lish Renaissance  theater  was  inevitably  in  the  mind  of  every  play- 
wright who  wrote  for  a  theater  of  this  type.  On  this  apron  of  the 
platform-stage,  nothing  in  the  way  of  scenery  could  be  used  except 
properties  of  the  three  dimensional  type.  The  other  resources  of  the 

2  Perhaps  the  most  delightful  example  of  naivete  in  the  treatment  of  setting  in  thp 
medieval  drama  occurs  in  the  Chester  play  of  Noah's  Flood.  Here  the  manuscript  gives 
sufiSciendy  explicit  stage-directions  for  the  important  process  of  building  the  ark. 
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Renaissance  stage  undoubtedly  varied  from  theater  to  theater,  and 
perhaps  from  decade  to  decade,  but  it  can  be  stated  with  some  as- 
surance that,  in  addition  to  the  projecting  platform-stage,  there 
was,  in  a  number  of  important  theaters  of  the  period,  the  follow- 
ing constant  elements:  an  inner  stage,^  that  is  to  say,  a  space  that 
could  be  cut  off  from  the  outer  stage  by  a  curtain,  behind  which 
properties  could  be  shifted  at  will;  a  balcony  ^  above  the  inner 
stage,  of  like  dimensions,  and  similarly  capable  of  being  cut  ofl 
at  intervals  by  the  drawing  of  a  curtain;  and  two  entrances  at 
either  side  of  the  inner  stage,  with  perhaps  a  window  above  each 
entrance.  Preposterous  as  this  arrangement  may  seem  to  us  archi- 
tecturally (since  the  stage  represented  neither  an  outdoor  nor  an 
indoor  scene,  but  in  a  sense  both  at  once),  this  curious  structure 
encouraged  and  made  possible  the  wonderfully  free  and  flexible 
structure  of  the  Elizabethan  drama. 

Whatever  may  have  been  the  use  to  which  the  Elizabethan  stage 
was  put,  it  is  obvious  that  a  theater  of  this  sort  placed  a  far  heavier 
burden  upon  the  playwright  than  a  theater  of  the  classical  sort, 
for,  while  it  permitted  him  to  shift  the  ground  of  his  action  as 
frequently  as  the  plot  required,  it  also  imposed  upon  him  the  neces- 
sity of  indicating,  in  each  case,  the  setting  of  each  important  scene 
and  of  creating  the  proper  atmosphere  for  a  long  series  of  scenes 
instead  of  the  single  unchanging  scene  of  the  classical  drama.  Sir 
Edmund  Chambers  is  undoubtedly  correct  in  his  contention  that 
a  great  many  scenes  in  Elizabethan  and  Stuart  plays  are  unlocal- 
ized;  that  is  to  say,  a  great  many  scenes  happen  in  an  undetermined 
spot  vaguely  connected  spatially  with  the  particular  spots  designated 
for  the  major  scenes.  But,  after  we  have  deducted  from  the  total 
number  of  scenes  in  a  play  the  unlocalized  scenes,  we  still  have 
left  a  very  considerable  number  of  scenes  for  which  the  dramatist 
must  indicate  a  setting.  Here,  as  in  the  case  of  the  medieval  drama, 
the  setting  provided  by  the  lines  of  the  dramatist  was  frequently 
of  the  simplest  sort.  Here,  too,  the  setting  was  likely  to  be  symbolic 
rather  than  realistic.  Moreover,  the  playwright  was  usually  disin- 
clined, for  reasons  of  dramatic  tactics,  to  introduce  an  elaborate 
description  of  the  scene  in  question.  He  preferred  to  make  informa- 

'  The  inner  stage  at  the  Fortune  Theater  probably  measured  about  twenty  by  ten 
feet. 

*The  balcony  of  the  Elizabethan  stage  lent  itself  to  a  variety  of  uses.  Perhaps  its 
most  frequent  use  was  as  the  wall  of  a  city.  In  the  chronicle  plays  of  the  period,  there 
are  innumerable  scenes  of  parley  between  a  beleaguering  army  and  a  city,  whose 
rulers,  whether  kings  or  citizens,  carry  on  negotiations,  from  this  vantage  point. 
When  not  needed  for  the  staging  of  some  scene  in  the  play,  it  was  occasionally  used 
by  the  musicians  who  furnished  incidental  music  or  accompaniments  for  singing,  or 
even,  it  would  seem,  for  privileged  spectators,  whose  view  of  the  actors'  backs  would 
be  unimpeded. 
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tion  concerning  place  and  atmosphere  incidental  to  dialogue  that 
furthered  action  or  developed  character.  There  are,  of  course,  set 
descriptions  of  setting  in  the  Elizabethan  drama:  one  recalls  Mac- 
duflf's  illusive  if  unconsciously  ironical  description  of  Macbeth's 
castle,  and  the  moonlit  loveliness  of  the  Jessica-Lorenzo  dialogue 
at  the  opening  of  the  final  scene  of  The  Merchant  of  Venice.  But 
the  more  frequent  and  the  more  effective  means  was  the  introduc- 
tion of  details  incidentally  and  the  notation  of  the  eflect  of  the 
supposed  surroundings  on  the  minds  and  emotions  of  the  characters 
involved.  There  is  little  or  no  precise  description  of  the  garden  in 
the  balcony  scene  in  Romeo  and  Juliet,  but  the  frequent  references 
to  the  moon  and  Juliet's  lines. 

The  orchard  walls  are  high  and  hard  to  climb 
And  the  place  death  considering  who  thou  art, 
If  any  of  my  kinsmen  find  thee  here 

are  far  more  eflfective  dramatically  than  the  most  elaborate  non- 
dramatic  description  of  the  setting  would  be.  Another  instance 
of  the  effectiveness  of  a  setting  implied  through  the  emotions 
aroused  occurs  in  Juliet's  lines  after  Romeo  has  descended  from 
the  balcony: 

Methinks  I  see  thee  now  thou  art  below, 
As  one  dead  in  the  bottom  of  a  tomb; 
Either  my  eyesight  fails,  or  thou  look'st  pale. 

These  lines  give  an  astonishingly  vivid  impression  of  the  height 
of  the  balcony,  altogether  out  of  proportion  to  the  balcony  that  the 
Elizabethan  or  the  modern  stage  has  been  able  to  furnish  the  star- 
crossed  lovers. 

An  interesting  illustration  from  the  same  play  of  the  use  of  both 
the  set  description  and  the  incidental  description  concerns  the  tomb 
of  the  Capulets  which  plays  so  important  a  part  in  the  denoue- 
ment of  the  tragedy.  It  is  first  presented  to  us  in  the  monologue  be- 
fore Juliet  takes  the  sleeping  potion,  with  an  extravagance  of  horror 
that  strikes  the  modern  reader  as  a  little  excessive  even  in  view 
of  Juliet's  distraction  and  terror.  An  entirely  different  atmosphere, 
and  perhaps  a  more  convincing  one,  is  invoked  by  the  tomb  scene 
itself,  by  such  indirect  description  as  Friar  Lawrence's, 


Saint  Francis  be  my  speed!  how  oft  to-night 
Have  my  old  feet  stumbled  at  graves  I 


and  Paris's, 


Under  yon  yew-trees  lay  thee  all  along. 
Holding  thine  ear  close  to  the  hollow  ground 
So  shall  no  foot  upon  the  churchyard  tread 
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Being  loose,  infirm,  with  digging  up  of  graves, 
But  thou  shalt  hear  it. 

The  vividness  of  the  setting  and  atmosphere  of  certain  scenes 
in  the  EHzabethan  drama  seems  to  be  due  to  the  imaginative  power 
with  which  playwrights,  great  and  small,  visualized  the  settings 
of  scenes  required,  and  transmitted  the  effect  of  these  settings 
through  the  characters  concerned  to  the  audience.  Never,  perhaps, 
has  any  type  of  theater  placed  so  heavy  a  burden  in  scene  depiction 
upon  the  playwright,  and  never  have  dramatists  of  any  period  risen 
to  the  responsibility  with  so  powerful  and  ravishing  an  imagination. 

Setting  Since  the  Restoration 

The  picture-frame  stage,  characteristic  of  the  English  and  the 
Continental  theater  from  the  Restoration  to  the  end  of  the  nine- 
teenth century,  and  still  typical  of  theaters  built  before  the  Great 
War,  furnished  a  form  midway  in  flexibility  between  the  unchang- 
ing scene  of  the  classical  theater  and  the  rapidly  changing  scenes 
of  the  Elizabethan  theater.  It  permitted  a  more  frequent  change  of 
scene  than  the  first,  and  a  less  frequent  change  of  scene  than  the 
second,  for  the  framing  in  of  the  stage  by  the  proscenium  arch 
encouraged  the  attempt  to  secure,  and  created  in  the  audience  the 
expectation  of  getting,  a  fullness  of  detail  in  setting  that  neither  of 
the  earlier  types  of  stage  had  demanded.  This  demand  for  relatively 
realistic  sets  was  met  for  generations  by  the  mechanisms  of  back- 
drops and  wings  slid  onto  the  stage  in  grooves;  thus  it  was  possible 
to  make  a  considerable  number  of  changes  of  scene  within  a  given 
play.  In  the  earlier  theaters  of  this  type  scenes  were  sometimes 
changed  without  lowering  the  curtain.  At  any  rate,  this  type  of 
setting  initiated  the  evolution  of  the  scene-painter's  art,  and  pre- 
pared the  way  for  the  infinitely  more  plausible  box  sets  for  interiors 
characteristic  of  the  later  nineteenth-century  and  twentieth-century 
theaters. 

The  burden  on  the  playwright,  from  the  Restoration  to  the  late 
nineteenth  century,  was  considerably  lightened.  It  was  necessary 
for  him  to  indicate  the  type  of  setting  required  and  the  absolutely 
essential  stage  properties,  but  he  could  depend  upon  the  scene- 
painter  and  the  costumer  to  supply  most  of  the  atmosphere  that 
his  drama  needed.  Scenes  suitable  to  the  mechanism  of  the  picture- 
frame  stage  rapidly  became  conventionalized,  and  at  least  until  the 
onslaught  of  modern  romanticism,  the  number  of  scenes  required 
for  most  plays  was  remarkably  restricted:  a  noble  and  a  humble 
interior,  a  wood,  a  dungeon,  a  church,  a  city  street,  a  village  street. 
These,  with  some  slight  alterations  in  the  matter  of  properties, 
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would  serve  to  stage  most  plays  of  the  Restoration  and  the  eight- 
eenth century.  With  the  appearance  of  modern  romanticism  in  the 
drama,  the  demands  upon  the  scene-designer  and  painter  became 
more  extravagant.  Mountain  glades,  seascapes,  barren  heaths,  towers 
and  castles,  Peruvian,  Spanish,  and  Oriental  interiors  and  exteriors 
were  demanded  and  obtained.  And  still,  the  number  of  sets  in  com- 
mon use  was  so  restricted  that  even  the  opera  houses  of  modest 
American  towns  could  be  counted  on  to  supply  almost  any  tour- 
ing company  with  adequate  if  somewhat  familiar  and  time-worn 
sets.^ 

From  the  point  of  view  of  the  playwright,  the  picture-frame  stage 
has  been  a  great  boon  in  limiting  his  responsibility  for  the  descrip- 
tion of  setting,  either  in  stage  directions  or  in  the  lines  of  his  dia- 
logue. The  student,  consequently,  is  likely  to  find  that  plays  writ- 
ten since  1660  give  him  less  to  stimulate  his  imagination  as  tc 
setting  than  the  plays  of  any  other  period. 

With  the  coming  of  realism  the  burden  of  playwright  and  scene- 
designer  was  again  increased,  for  one  of  the  major  manifestations 
of  realism  in  both  the  novel  and  the  drama  was  an  intense  localiza- 
tion of  setting  and  atmosphere.  The  student  of  the  realistic  drama 
is  likely  to  find  in  the  printed  modern  play  a  minute  and  specific 
description  of  the  sort  of  setting  the  playwright  expects  the  stage- 
designer  to  create,  though  even  so  great  a  realist  as  Ibsen  contented 
himself  usually  with  exceedingly  brief  notations  of  setting.  With 
playwrights  active  since  the  onset  of  that  intensified  realism  known 
on  the  Continent  as  naturalism,  the  description  of  setting  through 
the  medium  of  stage  directions  often  goes  to  very  great  lengths. 
Certain  playwrights,  indeed,  more  or  less  consciously  rebellious 
against  the  limitations  of  the  dramatic  form,  have  developed  the 
stage  direction  to  a  point  where  it  has  the  function,  not  merely  of 
indicating  and  describing  the  scene  but  of  furnishing  expository, 
historical,  analytical,  or  critical  information  that  is  manifestly  non- 
dramatic  in  nature.  One  is  willing  to  forgive  Barrie's  non-dramatic 
stage  directions  for  their  humor,  or  Bernard  Shaw's  for  their  wit, 
but  the  elaborate  psychological  and  historical  analyses  of  characters 
that  Granville-Barker  frequently  furnishes,  though  they  are  il- 
luminating for  both  actors  and  readers,  are  veritable  intrusions  of 
an  essentially  non-dramatic  technique  into  the  dramatic  form.® 

Although  the  picture-frame  stage  is  still  the  characteristic  form 

^  One  of  the  largest  collections  of  nineteenth-century  scenery  extant  is  in  the  pos- 
session of  the  Theatre  Frangais,  where  the  casual  visitor  can  see  at  almost  any  per- 
formance the  tastes  and  modes  of  that  remote  period,  unaffected  by  the  revolution  in 
stagecraft  in  the  world  outside  France. 

^  For  examples,  see  Granville-Barker's  The  Madras  House  and  the  opening  stage 
direction  of  Shaw's  Candida. 
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of  the  stage  in  most  American  and  British  and  many  European 
theaters,  the  student  of  the  drama  should  not  be  unaware  of  the 
fact  that  a  very  basic  revolution  in  theatrical  mechanism  and  struc- 
ture is  one  of  the  most  conspicuous  features  of  the  theatrical  history 
of  our  time,  a  revolution  that  must  be  taken  into  consideration  in 
any  study  of  the  Continental  drama,  outside  France.  In  so  far  as 
the  stage  is  concerned,  the  impulse  behind  the  current  revolution  in 
stage  forms  is  the  desire  to  increase  the  resources  of  the  stage  itself, 
and  to  escape  from  the  very  definite  restrictions  of  the  picture- 
frame  stage.  In  consequence,  the  chief  characteristic  of  what  may 
be  called  the  mechanized  stage  is  its  adaptation  from  earlier  types 
of  theaters  of  their  most  useful  features,  and  the  utilization,  in  con- 
nection with  the  stage,  of  all  the  mechanical  and  illuminating  de- 
vices produced  by  modern  ingenuity.  In  many  theaters,  there  are 
structural  arrangements  designed  to  bring  the  performers  and  the 
audience  into  as  close  contact  as  was  the  case  in  the  classical  theater 
and  the  theaters  of  the  English  Renaissance.  The  stage  has  been 
made  more  flexible  by  the  use  of  elaborate  mechanisms  to  raise 
or  lower  various  portions  of  the  stage  itself.  Furthermore,  develop- 
ments in  stage  mechanics  of  the  nature  of  the  wagon  stage  or  the 
revolving  stage,  are  making  it  possible  to  stage  a  series  of  scenes 
with  a  speed  characteristic  of  the  Renaissance  theater  but  with  an 
elaborateness  unknown  to  it.  Finally,  while  scene  painting  has  de- 
veloped a  very  high  degree  of  taste  and  beauty,  the  resources  of 
the  modern  electrician  have  made  it  possible  to  achieve  by  such 
relatively  simple  means  as  screens  and  draperies  illusive  and  sug- 
gestive effects  impossible  in  the  candle-lighted  or  gas-lighted  audi- 
torium. 

The  effect  of  the  mechanized  theater  on  the  drama  is  obvious 
only  to  one  more  or  less  familiar  with  the  mechanized  theater  it- 
self. In  general,  it  has  tended  to  liberate  the  contemporary  drama- 
tist from  the  rather  petty  realism  encouraged  by  the  nineteenth- 
century  picture-frame  stage,  to  free  him  to  use  a  larger  number  of 
scenes  than  the  older  theaters  allowed,  and  to  encourage  his  im- 
agination to  enter  the  fields  of  fantasy,  symbolism,  and  the  byways 
of  the  unconscious.  At  the  moment,  it  would  be  difficult  to  defend 
the  position  that  contemporary  dramatists  have  in  any  considerable 
numbers  risen  to  the  opportunities  the  mechanized  theaters  affords 
them.  Here,  as  in  other  phases  of  modern  life,  the  machine  seems 
to  have  been  developed  beyond  man's  powers  to  adjust  himself 
to  it,  and  to  make  the  finest  possible  use  of  it.  But  at  any  rate  no 
student  of  the  drama  can  afford  to  overlook  the  contribution  of 
the  contemporary  theatrical  architect,  the  electrician,  and  the  mech- 
anician to  the  enhancement  of  dramatic  opportunities. 
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It  is  important  that  the  student  of  the  drama  should  take  into 
consideration  in  his  study  of  any  play  the  type  of  theater  for  which 
it  was  written  or  in  which  it  was  produced.  He  should  then  be  in 
a  position  to  judge  of  the  extent  to  which  the  playwright  has 
utilized  the  resources  of  his  theater  and  the  effectiveness  of  his  use 
of  such  resources.  For  only  if  he  keeps  in  mind  the  resources  and 
the  limitations  of  the  theater  of  the  epoch  in  which  the  play  was 
written,  will  he  be  in  a  position  to  decide  whether  or  not  the  play- 
wright has  shirked  or  met  the  responsibilities  inevitably  imposed 
upon  him  by  the  necessity  of  indicating  and  describing  the  settings 
requisite  for  the  action  of  his  play. 
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CONCLUSION 

Drama  in  the  theater  produces  the  most  complex  of  the  expe- 
riences induced  by  Hterature.  By  reason  of  this  complexity,  the 
drama  offers  to  students  the  greatest  variety  of  approaches.  As  we 
indicated  in  the  Introduction  to  this  book,  the  drama,  like  any 
other  form  of  literature,  may  be  studied  as  a  literary  type,  as  a 
strand  in  the  closely  woven  history  of  national  or  comparative 
literature,  as  a  reflection,  always  more  or  less  distorted,  of  the  life 
and  ideas  of  the  age  in  which  it  is  produced,  or  as  a  manifestation 
of  the  emotional  and  intellectual  experience  of  the  individual 
dramatist. 

But  the  drama,  as  this  book  has  attempted  to  show,  can  also  be 
studied  in  the  theater,  and  it  is  this  study,  we  believe,  that  will  yield 
most  students  the  richest  returns.  We  have  attempted  to  define  the 
relationship,  in  various  periods  in  the  history  of  the  drama,  between 
the  theater  and  the  form  and  spirit  of  the  drama.  We  have  at- 
tempted to  suggest  the  important  contributions  that  scenery,  light- 
ing, acting,  and  direction  have  made  to  the  art  of  the  theater,  and 
the  effects  of  different  types  of  theatrical  architecture  on  the  nature 
and  form  of  the  drama  itself. 

The  returns  yielded  by  any  serious  study  of  the  drama  m  the 
theater  are  immense.-'  They  are  different  in  certain  respects  from 
the  returns  made  by  any  other  form  of  literature,  any  other  form 
of  art.  In  the  first  place,  the  drama  in  the  theater  is  capable  of  com- 
municating a  vividness  of  impression  of  which  no  other  literary 
form  is  capable.  The  novel,  at  its  most  vivid,  cannot  hope  to  com- 
municate the  poignant  sense  of  being  an  intimate  observer  of  the 
places  and  persons,  the  emotions  and  actions  of  the  playwright's 
imagining.  The  vividness  and  the  immediacy  inseparable  from  the 
effect  of  the  drama  in  the  theater  are  akin,  not  to  the  subjective 
vividness  of  the  lyric  or  the  epic,  but  to  the  vividness  of  the  plastic 
arts.  The  drama  comes  closer  than  any  other  form  of  literature 
to  rivaling  the  color  and  form,  the  brilliance  and  the  firmness  of 

1  Not  all  the  returns  are  available  to  every  spectator.  Certainly  the  ideal  spectator  is 
inadequately  described  in  the  following  valiantly  democratic  assertions:  "No  well- 
written  play  is  above  the  understanding  of  the  boy  in  the  gallery."  W.  T.  Price,  The 
Technique  of  the  Drama  (New  York:  Brentano's,  1892),  p.  166.  "If  the  spectator  be 
confused,  baffled,  irritated  or  bored,  or  any  or  all  of  these,  he  has  a  legitimate  com- 
plaint against  the  dramatist "  Richard  Burton,  How  to  See  a  Play  (New  York:  The 
Macmillan  Company,  1914),  p.  153. 
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painting,  the  roundedness  and  mass  of  sculpture.  But  the  vividness 
peculiar  to  the  drama  is  a  more  intense  vividness  than  that  of  even 
the  most  richly  colored  painting,  the  most  alluringly  rounded  sculp- 
ture. The  drama  is  the  art  that  most  closely  approximates  life  be- 
cause it  represents  not  merely  a  high  moment  in  experience  and 
imagination  like  painting  and  sculpture,  but  a  sequence  of  strik- 
ing events  and  emotions  in  time,  and  because  it  uses  as  one  of  its 
indispensable  mediums  actual  human  personalities.  Indeed,  the  ap- 
proximation of  the  drama  to  life,  especially  in  its  realistic  modes, 
is  so  close  that  much  false  criticism  has  its  origin  in  the  assumed 
identification  of  the  two.  But  as  we  have  iterated,  the  drama  is  art, 
and  not  life.  Yet  it  comes  closer  than  any  of  the  other  arts  to  the 
immediacy  and  the  reality  of  life. 

Therefore,  the  theater  oilers  its  devotees  incomparable  and  mem- 
orable experiences.  Here  is  at  once  an  escape  from  life  and  a  con- 
frontation of  it.  Here  is  life  being  lived,  photographed  or  ideaHzed, 
sentimentalized  or  satirized.  Here  are  intenser  emotions,  vivider 
personalities,  more  startling  action,  more  graces  and  humors  of 
dialogue  than  life  can  ever  offer.  Here  life  is  seen  under  a  steady 
glow  of  unreality  that  is  somehow  poignantly  real.  Here  is  life, 
even  at  its  most  tragic,  as  one  dreams  that  it  might  be. 
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Cumberland,   84,   108 
Curiosity,    186,    187,    191 

stimulated   by   a    problem,    186 
Curtain 

influence  of,  on  form  of  play,  74 

minimized   in   realistic   plays,    149 
Cycle,   definition   of,   38 
Cyrano   de  Bergerac,  78,    190,   144 

Dance 

definition   of,   by   Aristotle,   29 
function  of,  in  Greek  tragedy,  29 
part  of  drama,   3 

Dance  of  Death,  The,  77 
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D'Annunzio,  143,   144,  197 
Davis,  Moll,  66 
Declamatory   speeches,    ill 
Definition 

catharsis,    199 

classical   art,    132 

classicism,    131 

climax,   193 

comedy,    195 

cycle,   38 

dance,  29 

drama,   a,   4 

dramatic,  3 

expressionism,    165 

farce,    116 

farce-comedy,    120 

foreshadowing,   188 

imitation,    3 

impersonation,  3 

melodrama,   116 

naturalist,    1 47 

parabasis,    87 

parascenia,  25 

parterre,   54 

"planting,"    188 

platea,  41 

plot,    179 

romanticism,   139 

sccena,  25 

sedes,   41 

sentimentalism,    155 

symbolism,    161 

technique,    171 

theme,    175 

thymele,   24 

tragedy,   3,   14,   15,   195 
Greek,   32 
modern,   67 
Dekker,   Thomas,   43,   56,  93,   144 
Deluge,   The,  41,  95 
Denouement,    193,    194 

in  comedy,  196 

dramatic    recall,    198 

functions   of,    198 

"inevitability,"    195 

in  realistic  plays,   148 

in  tragedy,  195-196 

in    tragicomedy,    197 
Deterioration    of    a    character,    218-220 
Deuteragonist,   23 
Development 

of  a  character,   218-220 

in  realistic  plays,   148 
Dialogue 

and   action,   223 

and  conversation,   difference  between, 
222 

expository,  224 


Dialogue   (Cont.) 

expressionists,   problem   of,    167 

functions   of,  223-225 

importance   of,   in   modern   plays,   75 

narrative,  224 

non-utilitarian,   222,   225-226 

prose,  227-229 

purpose  of,  222,  223 

for  the  realist,   150 

and  setting,  222 

sentimentalists,   problem   of,    158 

utilitarian,    222-225 

in  verse,  226-227 
Dickinson,  20 

Diction  in  romantic  drama,  142 
Dignity  in  classical  art,   134 
Disguise  plot,  96 

in  modern  plays,   75 
Distressed  Mother,   The,   138 
Dr.  Faustus,  16,  17,  43,  45,  52 
Doctor's  Dilemma,  The,  112 
Doll's  House,  The,  77,  163,  219 
Doomsday,   40 
Dowden,  Edward,   127 
Drake,   Sir   Francis,    42 
Drama 

church,  the,  and,  33,  34 

chorus  in,  28-29 

classicism  in  the,   137-138 

dance,  part  of,  in,  3 

and  a  drama,  4 

forms  of,  II 

influences  on,  125 

mechanized  theater,  efTect  of,  on,  237 

modern,  medieval  plays  beginning  of, 

plot,  importance  of,  to,  180 

prose,  appearance  of,  in,  227 

romantic,  141 

study  of  the,  4 

and  the  theater,  5 

trade  gilds  and,  34-35 
Dramatic,  definition  of  word,   3 
Dramatic  poetry,  attractions  of,  227 
Dramatis  persons 

descriptions  of,  out  of  place,  206 

use  of,  in  modern  plays,  75 
Dramatists 

Elizabethan,   44 

neo-classical,  59 

objective,    147 

resourcefulness  of,  174 

and  symbols,  162,  163 

tragic,  32 

"useful,"    147 

See  also  Author 
Drinkwater,   112 
Drury  Lane,  no 
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Dryden,  66,  67,   138,  144,  171 
Duchess  of  Malfi,  13 
Dumas  fils,   148,   156 
Dynasts,  The,  127 

Easy  Virtue,  197 

Eccyclema,   Greek   stage   device,    23,   26 
icole  des  Femmes,  U,  55,  98,  100 
tcole  des  Maris,  L',  55,  98,  187 
Education,  author  influenced  by,  128 
Eighteenth   century,   reaUsm   as  a  mode 

in  fiction  attained  in,    146 
Eighteenth-century  comedy,  81,  93,  107- 
III 

and  the  audience,  108 

declamatory  speeches  in,  iii 

moral  tracts,  demand  for,  in,  108-109 

sentimentality,    preference   for,    109 

and  the  theater,    no 
Eighteenth-century    drama   and   Oriental 

settings,  139 
Electra,  22 

Elizabeth,    Queen,   41-42 
Elizabethan   audience,    50-52 

demands  of,   51 
Elizabethan  comedy,   80,   82,   93,  95-98 

See   Romantic  comedy 
Elizabethan  drama 

exposition    in,    183 

and  plot,  181 

villains,  217 
Elizabethan  plays 

boy   actors   instead   of   w^omen,    48-50 

locale  seldom   given,   50 

repertory   company   for,    49 

scenes  in,   50 

See    also    Elizabethan    theater,    Eliza- 
bethan   tragedy 
Elizabethan  theater,  44-50 

asides   in,   48 

description  of,    44-50 

ground  plan  of,  47 

"private,"   44 

"public,"    44 

stage  of,    45-48 
Elizabethan  tragedy,  41-52 

audience,   50-52 

comedy   note   in,    52 

the  theater,  44-50 

times  of,  42 

See   also   Elizabethan   plays 
Emotional   appeal   and   comedy,   84 
Empress  of  Morocco,  The,  66 
England  in  Elizabethan  times,  43 
English  classicism,   137,   138 
English  drama 

and  metrical  form,  227 

and  non-utilitarian  dialogue,  225 


English  heroic  drama,  144 
Environment,  author  influenced  by,  127 
Epicoene,    12 
Episodic  plot 

in  farce,    122 

in  melodrama,   1 19-120 
Ervine,  St.  John,   113,   115 
Etherege,  81,   107 
Eumenides,  The,  24 

Euripides,    16,    18,   21,   22,   26,   58,   84, 
87,   88,    171,    176,   182,   195 

sketch    of,    32 
Everyman,    164 

Evil,  use  of,  in  romanticism,   140 
Expelling    of    Adam    and    Eve    out    of 

Paradise,   The,   39 
Exposition,    1 81-189 

in   classical   drama,    182-183 

delayed,    183 

in  Elizabethan   drama,    183 

and    foreshadowing,    188 

and  interest,   186 

and  the  problem  of  the  play,  186 

in   realistic   plays,    148 

since  the  Renaissance,   184 
Expository   dialogue,    224 
Expressionism,     165-168 

definition    of,    165 

freedom    in    technique,    166 

and    romanticism,    166 

value  of,  167 
"Extras,"  23 
Eyre,    Simon,    43 

Facheux,  Les,  56 
Fall  of  Lucifer,  The,  39,   40 
Family  Life,  theme  of  modern  plays,  77 
Fantasy    and    reality,    problem    of    com- 
bining,   for    sentimentalist,    158 
Farce,  116,  120-122 

action,  importance  of,   121 

aim   of,    116 

beginning  of,   12 

and   comedy,    79,    82,    116,    120,    121 

definition  of,   116 

dishonesty   in,    122 

episodic  plot  in,    122 

exaggeration   in,    121 

and  the  movies,   120 

plot  dominates  character,   121 

in  the  Restoration,   121 
Farquhar,   93 
Father,  The,  77 
Fawn,  The,   158 
Feeling,    sympathetic    or   unsympathetic, 

186,   188 
Femmes-Sav antes,  Les,  98,  loi 
Fielding,   Henry,    144 
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Fletcher,   13,   143,  198,  228 

Flickingcr,    R.    C,    27 

Fool,  The,  114 

Fops  in  Restoration  audience,  61 

Foreshadowing,    188 

definition,   188 

in   mystery  plays,   188 
Form 

attention  to,  by  modern  dramatists,  74 

choice  of,   176-179 

and   classical   drama,    177 

and    Elizabethan   drama,    176-177 

of  modern  tragedy,    176 
Formality  in  classical  drama,   136 
Fortune  Theater,   44,   51,  232 

ground   plan   of,    47 
Four  PP's,  The,  203 
Francesca   da  Rimini,   144 
Franken,  Rose,  197 
French  classicism,  137,  138 
French    comedy    compared    with    Eng- 
lish, 99-100 
French  tradition  and  comedy,  99-100 
Freytag,  189,  193 
Frogs.  The,  86,  87 
From  Morn  to  Midnight,  167,  213,  224 

Galsworthy,  13,  76,  147,  148,  153,  156, 

187,   190 
Gas,  166,  207 
Gauntlet,  A,  148 
Ghosts,   16,  17,  76 
Gioconda,    197 

Girl  of  the  Golden  West,  The,  117 
Globe  Theater,   44,   51 
Goal,  attainment  of,  in  problem  of  play, 

187 
Goethe,    127,    177 
Goldsmith,  81,  93,  107,  120,  214 
Gorboduc,   137 
Gorki,   148 

Governor's  Wife,  The,  224 
Granville-Barker,    112,   200,   235 
Greatness   in   characterization,   220 

and   consistency,   220 

and   visibility,   221 

and   vitality,   221 
Greek   chorus,    22,   31 

as  a  confidant,  210 

function   of,   28-29 
Greek  comedy,  79,  82,  84-88 

appeals,  use  of  various,  in,  87 

description  of,   86-87 

and  Greek  tragedy  compared,  86 

origin   of,   85 

period  of,  85 
Greek  drama 

exposition  in,   183 


Greek  drama   (Cont.) 

and  foreshado wings,  189 

metrical  forms  of,  227 

off-stage  action  in,  225 

and   plot,    181 

See  also  Greek  comedy,  Greek  tragedy 
Greek  dramatists,   12 
Greek   religion,    19 
Greek  tragedy,   18-32 

admission  to  plays,  24 

chorus   in,    22,   28-29 

dance  in,  29  ff. 

definition   of,   32 

dignity,  a  keynote,  31 

interior  scenes,   avoided,   31 

masks,  use  of,  in,  30 

musical  character  of,  28 

occasion   of   presentation,   23 

origin  of,  22  S. 

a  religious  rite,  27 

the  theater,  24  ff. 

time  of,   19  flf. 
Green  Goddess,  The,  118 
Greene,  Robert,  78,  93,  96,  98 
Gregory,   Lady,    112,   228 
Gwyn,  Nell,  66 

Hairy  Ape,  The,   166,   167 

Hamilton,  Clayton,   184,   185 

Hamlet,  16,  17,  52,  144,  175,  184,  189, 

201,    209,    225 
Hannele,  159 
Happy  ending 
in   comedy,    196 
in   tragedy,    195 
Hardy,  Thomas,   127,  153 
Harrowing  of  Hell,  The,  38,  95 
Hart,  114 
Haunted    House,    The,    83,    187,    192, 

220,    231 
Hauptmann,    148,    153,    159 
Havemeyer,  Loomis,  3 
Hay   Fever,   200 

Hedda  Gabler,   163,  202,  205,  215 
Heimat,  193 
Hemingway,  Ernest,  129 
Heredity,  author  influenced  by,  128 
Hernani,  212 

Heroic  drama,  English,  144 
Heroic  plays,   13 
Hervieu,  Paul,  175 
Heywood,   John,   96,   203 
Hippolytus,   21,   26,    28,   29,    171,    182, 

199 
Honest  Whore,  The,  144 
Honesty  in  tragedy,   17 
Horace,    131,    137 
Horace,  59,   186 
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House  Beautiful,  The,  114 
Housman,  Lawrence,   112 
Howard,  Sidney,  189,  225 
Hugo,   Victor,   144,   212 
Humanitarianism 

and  romanticism,  140 

and  sentimentalism,  156 
Huxley,    Aldous,    129 
Hyacinth  Halvey,  iia 

Ibsen,    13,    16,   76,   77,   100,    114,   115, 
148,    163,    190,    205,    219,    228, 

235 
Idealization  in  classical  art,  134 
Imagery  in   romantic   drama,    142 
Imitation,  definition  of  term,  3 
Immorality   of   sentimentalism,    160 
Impersonation,  definition  of,  3 
Importance  of  Being  Earnest,  The,  121, 

122 
Indian  Emperor,  The,  66 
Individual  characterization,  202,  204,  216 
Inner  stage,  233 

Intellectual  appeal  and  comedy,  84 
Interest,  191 

and    exposition,    186 
Interior,  164 
Interior      scenes,      avoided      in      Greek 

tragedy,  31 
Intruder,  The,   164 
Iphigenia  in  Tauris,  58,  60,   195 

Jacobean   comedy,    82,    84 

Jerome,  Jerome  K.,  158 

John   Gabriel  Bor\man,  205 

Jones,  Henry  Arthur,  148,  193 

Jonson,    Ben,    12,    42,    43,    78,    80,    81, 

83.   93.  96,   112,   129,   137,   138, 

176,  204,  214 
personality  of,    127 
Juno  and  the  Paycock.,  114 
Justice,  76,  153 

Kaiser,  Georg,  166,  167,  207,  213,  224 
Kaufman,    114 
Keats,  177 

Kelly,   George,    189,    197 
Kelly,  Hugh,   108,   114 
Kennedy,   Charles   Rann,    158 
Ktng  Lear 
See  Lear 
King  and  No  King,  A,  198 
Kiss  for   Cinderella,  A,   114,    157,    158, 

159,   197 
Knoblauch,   158 
Know  Thyself,   175 
Krutch,  Joseph  Wood,  120 
Kvd,    13,   42 


Lady  Windermere's  Fan,  113 
Land  of  Heart's  Desire,  The,  164 
Lear,    144,    145,    176,    184,    187,    189, 

194,  219 
Length  of  medieval  plays,  38 
Lessing,   206 
Let  'Em  Eat  Ca\e,  113 
Lewis,    Sinclair,    203 
Libation-Bearers,   The,   22,   24 
Life  of  Man,  The,  166 
Lighting,  237 

and  the  emotions,   71 

study    of,    6 
Literature,  autobiographical,  127-128 
Louis  XIV,   53 

Love  for  Love,  65,    103,   104,   106,   121 
Love-relationship,    186 
Lower  Depths,  The,  148,  149 
Loyalties,   76,    187,    190,    193 
Lucidity,  in  classical  art,  134 
Lyly,  John,  42,  227 
Lysistrata,  87 


Macbeth,  17,  142,  175,  184,  193 

Machen,   Arthur,    141 

Machine-Wreckers,    The,    148 

Mackenzie,   W.   Roy,   203 

Madness  of  Heracles,  The,  16 

Madras  House,  The,   199,  235 

Maeterlinck,  3,   144,   164 

Magda,  148 

Maid's  Tragedy,  The,  13 

Major  Barbara,  112 

Man  and  the  Masses,  148 

Man  of  Mode,  The,  104,  io6 

Man  and  Superman,  114 

Mankind,   164,    203 

Manners,   comedy  of,   81,   82,   103,   113 

characters  in,    103 
Mantzius,  Karl,  57 
Marlowe,    Christopher,    16,    42,    43,    45, 

52,    66,    227 
Marriage    problems,    theme    of    modern 

plays,  77 
Masks 

in   Greek   comedy,   90 

in  Greek  tragedy,  30 
Master  Builder,   The,   163,    164 
Mathews,  Brander,  6 
Maugham,    Somerset,    113 
Measure   for   Measure,    198 
Mechanized  stage,  237 
Medea,  26 
Medieval    comedy,    93-95 

in  the  churches,  94 

the   plays,   95 

and    religion,    93-94 
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Medieval  drama 

setting  in,  232 

See   also   Medieval   comedy,   Medieval 
plays,    Medieval    tragedy 
Medieval  plays 

anachronisms   in,   40 

beginnings  of  our  modern  drama,  41 

change 

of  place  in,  41 

from   religious  to  secular,  37 

of  time   in,   40-41 

length  of,  38 

occasion,   38 

origin   of,   36-37 

place   of   holding,    37 

performance  of,   in   England,  38 
Medieval   tragedy,  33-41 

origin  of,  36 

religion  in,  36 

time  of,  34 

See   also   Medieval   plays 
Melodrama,    1 16-120 

aim  of,  116 

beginning  of,  12 

characters   in,    117-119 

definition  of,   116,  117 

dishonesty  in,   119 

episodic  character  of,   119 

and   the  movies,    117 

thrills  essential  to,   117 

and    tragedy,    116 
Menander,  85,  87,  89,  90,  96 
Merchant    of    Venice,    The,    145,    193, 

198,  234 
Messenger,   use   of,   for   off-stage  action, 

225 
Mid-Channel,   228 
Middle  Greek  Comedy,  85 
Middleton,   96 

Midsummer  Night's  Dream,  A,  80 
Miles  Gloriosus,  91 
Milton,    129 
Minor  crises,   192 

contribution  of,  to  plot,   191 
Minstrel  show  as  drama,  3 
Misanthrope,   Le,   55,   78,   83,   98,    100, 

214 
Miss  Julia,  77 
Mode,   choice   of,    177 
Modern   comedy,    82,    111-115 

character  comedy,  113 

historic  types  of  comedy  in,  112 

manners,    113 

mixture  of  types  in,  114 

musical  comedies,   113 

Roman  comedy  and,    11 1 

romantic  type,   112,    113 

sentimental    comedy,    113 


Modern  plays,  action  in,   73 

See    also    Modern    comedy,    Modern 
tragedy 
Modern   tragedy,   67  ff. 

the  audience,   67-70 

defined,   67 

form  of,  176 

realism  and,  70 

the  theater,  70 
Moliere,  6,  53,  54,  55,  56,  76,  78,  80, 
81,  82,  98-102,  187,  214 

characters    of,    100 

and   Shakespeare,   98,    101,    102 

sketch   of,    98 
Monologue 

by-path  of  drama,   3 

reemergence  of,  in  expressionism,  167 
Morality,   not   a   concern   of   the   realist, 

147 
Morality   plays,    164 

type-characterization  in,  203 
More,  Paul  Elmer,   133 
Motherhood,   falsely    idealized    by   senti- 
mentalists,   156 
Motivation,  214-220 

adequacy  in,   215-216 

appropriateness    in,    215 

availability   in,   215 

consistency   in,    215-220 
Mourning  Becomes  Electra,  77,   154 
Movies 

and  farce,    120 

and    melodrama,    117 
Mrs.  Dane's  Defense,  193 
Music 

in  Elizabethan  comedy,  97 

in    melodrama,    117 
Musical  comedy,    113 

romantic,    113 

satiric,  113 
Mystery  plays,   and   foreshadowing,    188 

Narration,  dialogue  in  dramatic,  224 
Narrative 

plodess,  179 

plotted,   179 
Narrative    interest    demanded    by    Eliza- 
bethan  audience,   51 
Naturalism    and    realism,    difference   be- 
tween,  147 
Naturalist,  definition  of,   147 
Neo-classical   audience,    56 

handicap   to  actors,   56 

rowdiness   of,  56 
Neo-classical    drama 

characterization  in,  205,  210 

confidant,  use  of,  in,   210,   212 

soliloquy,  212 
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Neo-classical  tragedy,  53-60 

audience,  56 

and  classical,   compared,   58 

the  dramatists,  59 

and  Elizabethan,  comparecJ..  53 

the  plays,  57 

the  theater,  54 

time  of,   53 
New    Greek    Comedy,    85,    89,    90,    91, 
230 

type-characterization   in,   203,   204 
New  Hay  at  the  Old  Market,  no 
NicoU,  Allardyce,   109,  iii 
Nineteenth  century,   realism  as  a  mode 

in  drama  attained  in,  146 
Noah's  Flood,  232 
Non-utilitarian   dialogue,   222,   225 

in  comedy,   226 

danger   of,    225 

function  of,  222 

Objections  to  classical  art,  135 
Objective   dramatist,    147 
O'Casey,  Sean,  114 
Occasion  of  presentation 

of  Greek  plays,  23 

of  medieval   plays,   38-39 
CEdipus  at  Colonnus,  195,  219 
CEdipus  Rex,   16,   21,   25,   29,  30,   173, 

182,   199,  218 
Off-stage    action,     how    handled,     223, 

224,   225 
0/  Thee  I  Sing,  113 
Old  Bachelor,  The,  104 
Old  Greek  Comedy,  85,  89,  91,  230 
Once  in  a  Lifetime,   114 
O'Neill,   Eugene,   31,   70,    76,   77,    154, 

166,  213,  224 
Opinion,   characterization   by,   208-209 
Orchestra,  original  meaning  of,  24 
Orderliness  in  classical   art,    132,    133 
Oriental   settings   and  eighteenth-century 

drama,   139 
Origin 

of  Greek  comedy,  85 

of  Greek  tragedy,  22,  85 
Orphan,  The,  67 
Orrery,  Earl  of,  66 
Othello,  142,  144,  189,  216 
Otway,  65 

Pageant  wagon,   223,  23a 

described,    39 
Palais  Royal,  54 

Pantomime,   by-path  of  drama,   3 
Parabasis,  87 
Parascenia,   25 
Paris  Bound,   11% 


Parterre,  54 

Passing  of  the  Third  Floor  Back,  The,  158 

Pater,  139 

Pelleas  and  Melisande,  144 

Pembroke,   Countess   of,    138 

Permanent-set   stage,   230 

Persians,  The,  21 

Personality 

of  the  artist,   126 

developing,   218 

fixed,   218 

influence  of,  on  production,   126 
Peter  Pan,  3,   159 
Petit  Bourbon  Theatre,  54 
Phedre,  55,  60,  171,  182 
Philemon,    89 
Phillips,   Ambrose,    138 
Picture-frame    stage,    modern,    223,    235 
Pillars  of  Society,  The,  219 
Pinero,  Sir  Arthur,  148,  184,  196,  215, 

228 
Pirandello,  207 

Place,  change,  in  medieval  plays,  41 
"Planting,"    188 
Platea,  41 

Platform  stage,  223,  230,  232 
Plausibility,   194 
Plautus,  12,  79,  81,  83,  89,  91,  92,  1891 

192,   210,   220,  231 
Playboy  of  the  Western  World,  The,  112 
Plays 

Elizabethan,   48-50 

medieval,   91-93 

modern,    76-77 
dialogue  in,   75 
family  life  depicted  in,  77 
marriage  problems,  theme  of,  77 
realism  in,  77 
social  problems,   theme  of,   77 

Restoration,    66-67 

Roman,  91-93 
plots  of,  92 
Playwright,  See  Dramatist 
Plot,    179-200 

and  characters  in  melodrama,  117-119 

climax,   189,   193-194 

complication,    189 

crises,    189,    191-192 

definition   of,    179 

denouement,  194-200 

and   dialogue,   223 

dominance    over    character    in    fare;, 
121 

in  Elizabethan  drama,   181 

episodic,   119 

by  expressionists,  166 

in  Greek  drama,   181 

lack  of,  in  Greek  comedy,  87 
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Plot    {Cont.-} 

by  realists,  /48,  149 

in  Roman  comedy,  92 

See  also  Exposition 
Plotless    narrative,    179 
Plotted    narrative,    179 
Poetics,  12,  57,  131,  137 
Poetry 

modern  distaste  for,  70 

value  of,   125 
Polyeucte,  59 

Precieuses  Ridicules,  Les,  98,  100 
Pre-history,    place   of,    in   the   plot,    182, 

183,    185 
Price,  W.  T.,  239 
Princesse  d'Elide,  La,  102 
Private  Lives,   1 97 
"Private   playhouse,"    44 

and    Restoration    theater,   62 
Problem   of  the  play,    186 
Problem  plays,   13 

Programs,    none,    in   Greek    tragedy,   31 
Prose  dialogue,  227-229 

and    real    conversation,    228 

in    verse-plays,    227 
Prose    romance,    source    of    Elizabethan 

romantic    comedy,   96-97 
Protagonist,    23 
Prunella,   112 

Pseudo- Aristotelian    principles,    131 
"Public   playhouse,"    44 
Pun,   use   of,   228 
Puritans  and  the  theater,  42,  60 

Qualities   of   realism,    151-154 
Quality  Street,    114 

Racine,  53,  55,  58,   138,   171,  177,  182 

sketch  of,   59 
Raleigh,   43 
Ralph    Roister    Doister,    91,     137,     192, 

231 
Realism,   77 

characters,    1 49 

climax,  148 

costume,  151 

denouement    in,    148 

development  of,   148 

dialogue,   150 

effect   of,   on   modern   plays,    152-154 

exposition,    148 

and  morality,   147 

and    naturalism,    147 

plot,    148,    149 

qualities  of,   151 

a  reaction  to  romanticism,  146 

and   the   scientist,    146,    149 

setting,   150-151,  236 


Realism  {Cont.) 

technique  of,   148-15 1 

value  of,   152 

varieties  of,   147-148 

weaknesses  of,   152-154 
Realist,   the 

and  the  classicist,  133 

and   the   sentimentalist,    147 

subject-matter    used    by,    148 

See  also   Realism 
Realistic   comedy,   80,   82,   95,   112 
Realistic   scenery,    72 

handicap  to  dramatists,  73 
Reality 

effect  of,  aim  of  realism,   151 

and    fantasy,    problem    of    combining, 
for    sentimentalist,    158 
Reason,  element  in  classical  art,   132 
Recall,  dramatic,   198 
Recognition    scenes,    231 
Red  Robe,   The,   189 
Rehearsal,  attendance  at,  helpful,  8 
Relapse,   The,   106 
Religion 

Greek,    19-20 

in  medieval  comedy,  93-94 
Remoteness,    a    quality    of    romanticism, 

139-140 
Repertory      company      for      Elizabethan 

plays,   49 
Representation,  essential  of  drama,  3,  4 
Restoration,  setting  since,   235-238 
Restoration  comedy,  81,  82,  93,  102-107 

characters   in,    102,    104-106 

costumes    in,    104 

dialogue,    brilliance    of,    106-107 

of   manners,    103 

scene   of,    102 

and  Sheridan,   107 

sophisticated,    105 

the  times,   102,  103 

type-characterizations   in,   204 
Restoration    plays,    66-67 

and   Elizabethan,   66 

unemotional,    66 
Restoration   tragedy,   60-68 

the    audience,    60-61 

the  plays,  66 

the   theater,   61-66 
Return  of  Peter  Grimm,  The,   158,   159 
Revenger's  Tragedy,  The,   143 
Rice,  Elmer,   166 
Richard  III,   184 
Richardson,    158 
Riders  to  the  Sea,  17,  70 
Rigidity  in  classical  art,  135 
Rivals,  The,  107 
Robertson,    Tom,   229 
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Rodogune,  59 
Roman  comedy,  88-93 

the   audience,    90 

and  Greek  comedy,  89,  91,  92 

masks  in,   90 

and   modern   comedy,    112 

the  plays,   91 

the   theater,    89-90 

type-characterization  in,  203 
Roman  Father,  The,   138 
Romantic  attitude   toward   life,    143-144 
Romantic   comedy,   80,   82,   95,    112 

disguise  plot  in,  96 

improbability  of  story  in,  97 

music  in,   97 

and  musical  comedy,  96 

reality  of  people  in,  98 

song  in,  97 

source  of,   96 
Romantic  drama 

beauty   of,    145 

diction  in,   142 

imagery  in,   142 

multiplicity  of  characters,   141 

technique  of,   141 

tone  of,  142 

weaknesses   in,    144 
Romanticism,   139-145 

beauty  of,  145 

and  classicism,   133,    141,   142 

control,  lack  of,  in,   144 

definition    of,    139 

evil,  use  of,  in,   140 

and   expressionism,    166 

and  humanitarianism,  140 

qualities  of,  143,  144 

realism,  a  reaction  to,   146 

remoteness,    a   quality   of,    139-140 

and  sentimentalism,   155 

sources  of,  139,  143 

and   symbolism,    i6i 

technique  of  drama,   141 

weaknesses  of,   144 
Romeo    and    Juliet,    51,    52,    182,    225, 

228,  234 
Rosmersholm,   163,    190,    198 
Rostand,  77,  78,  144,  150,  190 
Rudens,  92,  231 


Sacrifice  of  Isaac,  The,  41 

Salome,  144 

Satire 

in  comedy,  79,   82,   83 

freedom  of  use  of,   85 
Sceena,  25 

Scenes,  use  of,  in  Elizabethan  plays,  50 
Scene-painter,  235 


Scenery 

neo-classical,  55 

realistic,  in  the  modern  theater,  72 

in   Restoration   theater,   64 
School  for  Scandal,  The,  15,  107,  226 
Science,  modern 

and  playwrights,  213 

and   realism,    146,    149 
Scott,   206 

Second  Man,  The,  113 
Second  Mrs.  Fraser,  The,  113 
Second  Mrs.  Tanqueray,  The,  184,  185, 

193.  215 
Second  Shepherd's  Play,  The,  95,  232 
Sedes,  41 
Sejanus,   177 
Seldes,   Gilbert,   87,   88 
Semper,   Isidore   J.,   47 
Seneca,  33,  137 

Sentimental   comedy,   81,   82,   107,   109, 
"3 

See    also    Eighteenth-century    comedy 
Sentimentalism,    155-161 

definition  of,   155 

and  humanitarianism,   156 

idealization,  false,   in,    156 
childhood,    156 
motherhood,  156 

immorality  of,  160 

and  romanticism,    155 

technique   of,    158-159 

themes    of,    157-158 

values   of,    159-160 

weaknesses   of,    i6o 
Sentimentalist,  and  the  realist,  147 

See  also   Sentimentalism 
Servant  in  the  House,  The,  158 
Setting,  6,  230-238 

in   the   classical   drama,   230-231 

description  of 
incidental,    234 
set,  233,   234 

elaborate,  in  Old  Greek  Comedy,  230 

in    the   Elizabethan   drama,    232-235 

and  the  expressionists,   167 

implied,   234 

in  the  medieval  drama,  232 

and  the  realist,   150-151 

since  the  Restoration,  235-238 
Setde,    66 

Seven  Princesses,  The,  164 
Sex,  theme  in  modern  plays,  77 
Shakespeare,  6,  12,  13,  14,  17,  42,  48, 
49.  50,  51.  52,  60,  66,  67,  68. 
72,  75,  76,  78,  80,  81,  83,  91, 
93.  96,  97.  98,  100,  115,  121, 
127,  128,  141,  142,  143,  171, 
175,    176,    177,    182,    184,    189. 
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Shakespeare  (Cont.) 

191,    197,    198,   207,    216,    217, 
220,   225,   227,   228,   231 

as  mirror  of  his  age,  129 

and  Moliere,  98,  loi,  102 

personality  of,  126 
Shaw,  Bernard,  82,  112,  113,  114,  115, 

197,   236 
Shelley,  143 

She  Stoops  to  Conquer,  107,  120,  214 
Sherburn,  George,  58 
Sheridan,  81,  107,  115,  184,  204 

imitator  of  Restoration  comedy,   107 
Shoemahjer's  Holiday,  The,  43 
Sidney,  Sir  Philip,  43,  129,  137 
Silver  Chord,  The,   189 
Sin,    as    represented    by    sentimentalists, 

156 
Six  Characters  in  Search  of  an  Author, 

207 
Smith,  G.  Gregory,  14 
Social  conflicts,  148 
Social  problems,  theme  of  modern  plays, 

76 
Soliloquy,  211 

in  classical  comedy,  212 

in  classical  tragedy,  211 
Songs  in  comedy,  79,  97 
Sophocles,  i6,  17,  18,  21,  22,  26,  29,  58, 
59,  68,  74,  84,  85,  173,  183,  218 

sketch  of,  32 
Spanish   Tragedy,   The,   13 
Speech,  characterization  by,  207,  208 
Spirit  of  the  age,  and  the  author,  128- 
130 

dominant  tone  of,  129 
Stage 

balcony,  233 

Elizabethan,  description  of,  45-48 

inner,  233 

mechanized,  237 

modern  picture-frame,  223,  235 

neo-classical,  55 

permanent  set,  230 

platform,  223,  230,  232 

Restoration,  description  of,  64 

wagon,  39,  223,  232 
Stage  directions,  45,  46,  65,  66,  75,  235 
Stand  Up  and  Cheer,  113 
Stevedore,  120 
Stevens,  Thomas  Wood,  71 
Star  system,  76 
Story  interest,  demanded  by  Elizabethan 

audience,  97 
Strange  Interlude,  77,  173,  213,  224 
Strife,  148 
Strindberg,  77 
Student  Prince,  The,  113 


Subject 

choice  of,  172-174 

freedom  of,  147,  172 

limitations  of,   174 

morally  shocking,  173 

repellent,   173 

seriousness,  demand  for,  in,  173 

See  also  Theme 
Substance,  element  of  work  of  art,  r  f  I 
Sudermann,    148,   193 
Suicide 

adequacy  of,  215 

difliculties  of  use  of,  195,  196 
Superhuman  force,  use  of,  in  tragedy,  13 
Suspense,   186,    187,   191 
Symbolic  play,   164  ^^ 

themes  used  in,  165 
Symbolism,   161 -165 

amount  of,  in  dramas,  163 

appeal  of,  varied,  161 

and  the  dramatist,  162,  163 

and  religion,  161 

and  romanticism,  161 
Synge,  John  Millington,  17,  70,  112,  228 


Taming  of  the  Shrew,  The,  12 
Tartuffe,  he,  55,  98,  214 
Technique 

appeal  of,  122 

definition  of,  171 

in  English  Renaissance,  176 

importance   of   study   of,   exaggerated, 

171 
of  realism,   148 
of  sentimentalism,  158 
Temperament  of  actor,  7 
Tempest,  The,  181 

Ten  Days  that  Shoo\  the  World,  173 
Terence,  79,  81,  89,  91,  92 
Theater 

eighteenth  -century,  no 
Elizabethan,  44-50 

number  of,  50 
Greek 

description  of,  24 
diagram   of,   27 
modern,   70-76 
action  in,  73 
comfort  of,  73 
commercialization  of,  75 
costumes  of,  74 
curtain,  use  of,  74 
dialogue  in,  75 
disguise  plots,  75 
dramatis  personce,  75 
lighting,  71 
scenery  in,  72-73 
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Theater  {Cont.) 
star  system,  76 
neo-classical,  54-55 
audience  in,  56-57 
description  of,  54 
lighting  of,  55 
scenery  in,  55 
stage  in,  55 
necessity  of,  for  study  of  the  drama,  5 
Restoration 

description  of,  62 
fashionable  audience  in,  61 
number  of,  60 
scenery  in,  64-65 
stage  in,  64 
Roman 

description  of,  89-91 
Theme 

definition  of,  175 
explicitness   of,    175 
of  sentimentalist,  156-158 
similar,  treated  differently,  177 
statement  of,   174-176 
ThesmophoriazuscE,  87 
Thoughts 

characterization  by,  209-210 
in  classical  drama,  210 
Three  Sisters,  The,  149 
Thrills,  essential  to  melodrama,   117 
Thymele,  24 
Time 

change  of,  in  medieval  plays,  40-41 
of  Greek  tragedy,  18-22 
Titus  Andronicus,  13 
Toller,   148 
Tolstoi,   128 

Tom  Thumb  the  Great,  144 
Tone,  importance  of,   177 
Torch  Bearers,  The,  114 
Torch-Race,  The,  175 
Trade  gild,  the,  and  the  drama,  34  ff.,  38 
Tragedy,   14-77 

appropriate  conclusiveness  in,  199 
characteristics,  study  of,  15 
climax  in,  193 
definitions  of,  3,  14,  15,  195 
denouement  in,  195-196 
distaste,  modern,  for,  70 
honesty,  use  of,  in,  17-18 
modern,  67-77 

form  of,  176-177 
motivation  in,  214 
neo-classical,  53-60 
the  audience,    56-57 
the  plays,  57 
rules  for,  57 
the  theater,  54-55 
origin  of,  85 


Tragedy  {Cont.) 

during  Renaissance,   12 

Restoration,  60-68 

superhuman  force,  use  of,  in,  17 
Tragedy  of  Mustapha,  The,  66 
Tragicomedies,  13,  195 

denouement  in,  197 
Troilus  and  Cressida,  177 
Troilus  and  Criseyda,  177 
Twelfth  Night,  48,  80,  84,  97,  121,  231 
Type-characterizations,   202-221,  216 

motivation  in,  216 

Udall,  Nicholas,  91 
Uncle  Tom's  Cabin,  117 
Uncle  Vanya,  148,  149 
"Useful"  dramatist,  147 
Utilitarian  dialogue,  222-225 

Venice  Preserved,  65,  67 
Verse 

attractions  of,  227 

dialogue  in,  226-227 
Violence 

avoidance    of,    on     stage,    in    Greek 
tragedy,  23 

in  Elizabethan  plays,  52 
Visibility,  quality  in  characters,  221 
Vitality,  quality  in  characters,  221 
Vocabulary    of    Shakespeare    and    Cor- 

neille  compared,  142 
Voice,  importance  of,  207 
Volpone,  78,  214 
Voltaire,   177 

Wakefield  plays,  95,  232 

Wallace,  Malcolm  W.,  93 

Way  of  the   World,  The,  83,  103,   104, 
105 

Weavers,  The,  148,  153 

Webbe,  William,  14,  15 

Webster,   13,  42 

Wells,  H.  G.,   158 

West  Indian,  The,  84,  108,  109,  no 

What  Every  Woman  Knows,  157 

Whitehead,   138 

Wild  Duck.,  The,  77,  163,  205 

Wilde,  Oscar,  6,  113,  115,  121,  122,  144 

Wilson,  J.  Dover,  128 

Women 

boy  actors  instead  of,  48-50 
influence  of,  in  modern  plays,  69 

Wonderful  Visit,  The,  158 

Workhouse   Ward,  The,  112 

Wycherley,   81,   107 

Yeats,  William  Butler,  77,  163,  164 
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